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The Foundation Phase (FP) is the statutory curriculum for children aged three to seven in 
Wales and stipulates that play ought to provide the ‘vehicle’ for learning (WG, 2015b:4). The 
advocacy for a play-based approach in Welsh policy documentation is based on the 
assumption that play is the most appropriate and effective medium of learning for all young 
children, irrespective of their abilities, gender, age or cultural background. Early Years (EYs) 
gifted literature, in contrast, has mixed views about the effectivity of play for young ‘gifted’ 
children - defined in Wales as ‘more able and talented’ (MAT) pupils. Thus, the focus of this 
research concerned itself with determining the extent to which teachers agree that play is 
the most suitable pedagogical strategy for meeting the needs of MAT pupils. In order to 
address this question, a specific group of teachers were selected as the sample: Year 1 and 2 
teachers working at NACE (The National Association of Able Children in Education) ‘Challenge 
Award’ accredited infant and primary schools in Wales. Since NACE awards schools based on 
their ability to evidence effective MAT practice, according to the criteria outlined in NACE’s 
10 Quality Standards (WAG, 2008), I determined that this sample group of teachers would be 
knowledgeable about young MAT children’s characteristics and educational needs and 
skilled pedagogues in addressing those needs.  
 
Of the twenty-eight NACE ‘Challenge Award’ accredited schools that use the FP curriculum, 
seven schools agreed to take part in this study. A mixed-methods, qualitative-quantitative 
approach was employed to collect data. Eleven teachers from five schools completed the 
online survey and five teachers, from two schools, took part in group interviews held at their 
respective school sites. I drew upon Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory and Piaget’s 
developmental-constructivist theory to devise the tools for data collection and to analyse 
the results.    
 
Findings from the research determined that all participating teachers advocated play as a 
suitable strategy for meeting the holistic needs (social, physical, emotional-psychological and 
cognitive) of MAT pupils in Years 1 and 2. There was unanimous agreement that the most 
beneficial aspect of play is its power in supporting pupils’ social and emotional development 
and well-being - aspects intended to be ‘at the heart’ of the curriculum (WG, 2015b: 4). 
Despite teachers’ positive view of play and the FPs (WG, 2015b) intention that play ought to 
be the ‘main vehicle for learning’ in the FP (WG, 2015b: 4), most teachers felt an equal 
balance of play and non-play activities is the best pedagogical approach for supporting the 
learning of all children, including those identified as MAT. Furthermore, whilst play was 
highly endorsed by all teachers, it was only regarded as a ‘MAT strategy’ by one surveyed 
teacher-leader. Individualised learning, differentiation, enrichment and setting were 
identified as the most frequently used MAT strategies by surveyed teachers, and except for 
setting, regarded more effective than play for enhancing MAT pupils’ learning. In contrast, 
interview responses determined that play, rather than being distinct from the 
aforementioned MAT strategies, is associated with them. Interestingly, the terminology 
‘play’ at both schools has been rejected and replaced with the terms ‘experiential’ or 
‘exploratory’ learning, which may have influenced teachers’ conceptualisation of play. 
 
Teachers unanimously agreed that their planning for play is the same for all pupils and most 
agreed that the roles they adopt, including play-roles, are also consistent. Disagreement was 
expressed regarding whether MAT pupils have different play needs, yet almost half agreed 
that MAT pupils’ play characteristics are dissimilar to their peers. Their play was considered 
more creative, purposeful and independent, and thus, less reliant on adult support.  
 
The thesis concludes with recommendations for educators and policy-makers based on the 
findings from this study. Suggestions for future research dealing with MAT pupils in the EYs 
are also identified in the concluding chapter.  
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 
Additional Learning Needs – This term is used in place of ‘Special Needs’ in Wales. 
It describes children who require additional support in order to access the 
curriculum. This may involve making curricular adaptations or modifications. Most 
schools in Wales include ‘more able and talented’ pupils under the umbrella term 
ALN (Estyn, 2011: 14). 
Areas of Learning – The Foundation Phase curriculum is organised into six Areas 
of Learning (AOLs) in Welsh medium settings/schools and seven AOLs in English-
medium settings/schools. English medium settings/schools teach Welsh, but 
Welsh medium settings/schools do not teach English, hence the difference in the 
number of AOLs taught. AOLs are expected to be taught in a cross-curricular and 
integrated manner. 
AOLEs Areas of Learning and Experiences will replace AOLs in the FP and subject 
areas in KS2-KS4 when the new curriculum for Wales is made available from 
September 2019.  
 
CATs – Cognitive Ability Tests. In the UK CATs are usually sat by pupils in Year Six 
(aged eleven). The results are shared with secondary schools.  
Creative Schools – Refers to an initiative aimed at developing creativity across 
schools and is funded by the Welsh Government and Arts Council of Wales (n.d.). 
Cymru – The Welsh word for Wales. 
DAP(s) – Developmentally Appropriate Practice(s) is a phrase often used in EYs 
theory and practice to distinguish between activities or tasks that are perceived to 
be appropriate for young children, as opposed to those which are regarded as 
inappropriate. Within Western contexts, play has historically been regarded as a 
DAP, in contrast to activities such as worksheets or rote learning which have been 
regarded as inappropriate practices for children in the EYs.  
Early Years – A term used to describe young children, usually from birth (although 
the gestation period is also included sometimes) to between five - eight years old. 
Early Years Foundation Stage – The statutory curriculum for pupils aged three to 
five in England. 
Educational Consortiums – Their primary aim is to help improve schools. There 
are four educational consortiums across Wales and the twenty-two Local 
Authorities (LAs) are divided amongst them. The rationale behind the consortium 
approach is that LAs working together can achieve more than working alone. They 
attempt to do this by sharing ‘best practice’ from their local schools, 
disseminating knowledge and skills, magnifying local strengths and building 
capacity.   
English as an Additional Language – This term refers to children who are learning 
English in addition to their first (or home) language, and/or any additional 
languages which they speak or understand. 
xvii 
 
English National Curriculum – This refers to the statutory curriculum for children 
aged five to sixteen in England. It comprises of two compulsory key stages at 
primary level: KS1 (for pupils aged five to seven) and KS2 (for pupils aged eight to 
eleven).  There are also two compulsory key stages at secondary level: KS3 (for 
pupils aged eleven to fourteen) and KS4 (for pupils aged fourteen to sixteen).  
EPPE – This was a longitudinal study conducted across the UK which investigated 
the effects of pre-school education on the development of 3,000 children (aged 
three to seven). It explored the characteristics of ‘effective’ practice, defined as 
those pedagogical strategies that demonstrated the greatest beneficial effects on 
children’s cognitive and social/behavioural development.  
Estyn – The Welsh inspectorate body. Estyn inspects schools, nurseries, colleges 
and universities and make judgments on how effective these institutions are 
against national, standardised criterion.  
Foundation Phase – This is the statutory curriculum for pupils aged three to seven 
in Wales. 
Foundation Phase Outcome (s) – These are descriptive summative statements for 
each Area of Learning (AOL) in the FP curriculum. They are used to identify the 
child’s competency level across all AOLs. The FPOs range from levels 1-6. Level 5 
represents the ‘expected level’ for most pupils at the end of Year 2. Bronze, silver 
and gold are used to assess the attainment levels of pupils who unable to achieve 
FPO Level 1, like children who have complex ALNs. 
Graduate Teacher Program – This is a one-year, school-based training program 
leading to qualified teacher status (QTS). The GTP route is offered as an 
equivalent yet alternative route to the university-based route into the teaching 
profession in England and Wales.  
Infant(s) – A term used in the UK to denote pupils aged between three to seven.  
Infant school – This refers to a school which exclusively educates pupils between 
the ages of three to seven. The term can also be used to describe the infant 
school department within a Primary school. 
Key Stage 1 – This term describes the phase of learning for children aged five to 
seven (Years 1-2) in the English National Curriculum. Prior to the implementation 
of the Foundation Phase in Wales, the KS1 curriculum was also used in Wales. 
Key Stage 2 - This term describes the phase of learning for children aged seven to 
eleven years (Years 3-6) in the National Curricula of both England and Wales.  
Kindergarten (KG)– A setting/school which children can attend before starting 
compulsory school.  In most European or Anglophile contexts, KGs typically 
provide provision for children up to the age of six.  
Local Education Authorities (LEAs) – In 2010, the language of LEAs was replaced 
by Local Authorities (LAs), although LEAs is still a commonly used term. LAs across 
Wales have responsibilities over state schools within their area. Responsibilities, 
amongst others, include pupil admissions, distribution and monitoring of school 
funding and advisory functions.  
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MAT – ‘More able and talented’ is a term used in Wales to define the top 20% of 
pupils in any school or college who require additional challenge or extension to 
fulfil their potential.  ‘More able’ is typically used to describe high ability in an 
academic domain and ‘talented’ used to describe high ability in a non-academic 
domain.  
MIs – ‘Multiple Intelligences’ is a theory of intelligence proposed by Howard 
Gardner. He rejected the idea of general intelligence (‘g’) and instead argued that 
intelligence is multifaceted. Initially, he suggested eight types of intelligence but 
later added a ninth.  
NACE – The National Association of Able Children in Education was founded in 
1983 and is an independent educational organisation supporting schools and 
teachers, nationally and internationally, to improve their identification, 
assessment and teaching practices for able pupils. 
OECD – The OECD provides a platform for its 35 member-countries to share policy 
experiences, disseminate ‘best practice’ and to come up with solutions to 
common problems.   
Pioneer Schools – These are schools in Wales who have been selected by the 
Welsh Government to be involved in the development and trialling of the new 
curriculum: intended to be rolled out across Wales from September 2019. These 
schools have been selected based on the judgement that their school’s provide 
‘effective’ teaching and learning.   
PRU – Pupil Referral Unit. These units educate pupils who are unable to continue 
their education in mainstream schooling, usually because of severe emotional 
and/or behavioural problems. 
SES – Socio-Economic Status is a measure of how wealthy an individual or family is 
based on their income, their level of formal qualifications and ‘cultural capital’.  
TAs – Teaching assistants assist teachers with providing support to children in the 
classroom. Most TAs have National Vocation Qualifications (NVQs) in child-related 
studies. A Level 3 NVQ would represent a higher qualification level than Level 2.  
In Wales, there must be at least two TAs in nursery and reception classes and one 
TA in Years 1 and 2, alongside a graduate-qualified teacher in reception class 
through to Year 2.  
Twice-exceptional – This term describes pupils who have an identified special or 
additional learning need and who are also recognised as gifted in (a) particular 
domain(s). Whilst this term is often used in the gifted academic literature, it does 
not appear to be used in the Welsh context. 
Welsh (Assembly) Government – This body has devolved responsibilities from the 
national Parliament in London, to govern areas such as Education, Health and the 
Environment independently.  Formerly known as the Welsh National Assembly 




Context of Study 
Following parliamentary devolution in 1999, The National Assembly for Wales, 
now the Welsh Government (WG), appropriated governance over areas like 
health and education within their nation-state (Taylor, Rhys and Waldron, 2016). 
With increased autonomy, Welsh policy-makers have begun to forge their own 
way in education, gradually distancing themselves from the educational model of 
England, with whom it had shared close historical ties since 1988, when the 
National Curriculum of England and Wales was first established. A summary of 
some of these key curricula reforms and their relevance to this inquiry is provided 
below.  
This research focuses on the Foundation Phase (FP) curriculum, described by 
Taylor, Joshi and Wright (2015b: 4) as Wales’ educational ‘flagship’. The term 
‘flagship’ acknowledges the historic importance of the FP, as the first nationally 
constructed curriculum for Wales, albeit for specific group of children, namely, 
those aged between three to seven years. In September 2010 the FP became the 
statutory curriculum for all maintained and funded non-maintained schools across 
Wales. Prior to national implementation, it was piloted for a duration of four 
years across a representative sample of schools and early years settings across the 
country (Taylor et al., 2016).  
The implementation of the FP saw the replacement of two curricula: Desirable 
Outcomes for children aged three to five and Key Stage One (KS1) for pupils aged 
five to seven (Taylor et al., 2016), supplanting these with one unified curriculum 
across the entire four-year phase. A key aim of the FP was to synthesise the 
approach to teaching and learning across these two previously distinct phases: a 
synthesis characterised by a curriculum professed to be ‘developmentally 
appropriate’, allowing opportunities, both indoors and outdoors, for pupils to 
participate in ‘first-hand experiential activities (…) with play providing the vehicle’ 
(WG, 2015b:3). The rationale for the particular approach adopted in Wales is 
explored more closely in the Literature Review.  
Since 2010 the FP curriculum has been reviewed and amended once. This study 
makes explicit reference to this amended FP (WG, 2015b) policy-text. Educational 
reform in Wales has gained further momentum during the last four years, and it 
would be remiss at this stage to not acknowledge the potential implications this 
might have both on the existing FP curriculum (WG, 2015b) and the relevancy of 
this inquiry and its findings.  
From January 2020-September 2022, a new curriculum will be introduced across 
Wales streamlining the education for three to sixteen-year olds. The impetus for a 
new curriculum was informed by the findings and recommendations of Professor 
Donaldson, who was commissioned by the WG to review the existing curriculum 
in Wales. Of importance to this inquiry is that the FP curriculum and its 
philosophical and pedagogical approach were identified as an area of strength in 
Donaldson’s report entitled Successful Futures (2015, cited in WG, 2015a: 5-6 and 
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WG, 2015b:3), such that he recommended that its key features ought to be used 
as a model for redesigning the Key Stages (KS2-KS4). This report has steered 
policy-makers1 in their construction of the new curriculum (WG, 2015a) since 
recommendations identified in the report were accepted in their entirety by the 
WG. Evidence of alignment between the existing FP curriculum (WG, 2015b) and 
the new (draft) Curriculum for Wales 20222 (WG, 2019) is found in the disbanding 
of key stages, a reduction of and restructuring of content into six ‘Areas of 
Learning and Experience’ (as opposed to ‘subjects’), the foregrounding of a cross-
curricular, active learning and skills-based approach, guided by pupils’ interests 
(WG, 2015b: 1, 3, 8). It also evidences a continued commitment to bilingualism 
(Welsh and English) and the three cross-curricular responsibilities of embedding 
literacy, numeracy and digital competence. 
Table i. Key curriculum features: FP and Curriculum for Wales, 2020 
Foundation Phase  
(WG, 2015b: 8) 
Curriculum for Wales 2020  
(WG, 2019: 8) 
Areas of Learning (AOL) Areas of Learning and Experience 
(AOLAE) 
Personal and Social Development, Well-
being and Cultural Diversity 
Health and Well-being 
(including relationships and sexuality 
education) Physical Development 
Language, Literacy and Communication 
Skills  
Languages, Literacy and Communication 
(including English and Welsh) 
Welsh Language Development* (not 
applicable to Welsh-medium schools) 
Mathematical Development  Mathematics and Numeracy 
Knowledge and Understanding of the 
World (including religious education) 
Humanities (including religious education 
from age five) 
Science and Technology 
Creative Development Expressive Arts 
Cross-curricular responsibilities: literacy, numeracy and digital competence 
Guidance is outlined in The Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNFs), introduced in 
2013 and The Digital Competency Framework (DCF), introduced in 2016. 
Skill development 
Thinking skill development: 
• Planning,  
• Developing, 
• Reflecting 
(WG, 2015b: 6) 
Critical thinking and problem-solving 
Planning and organisation 
Creativity and innovation 
Personal effectiveness 
(WG, 2019: 16-17) 
 
1 A range of stakeholders including Estyn, LA advisors and a network of pioneer schools, 
including some NACE accredited primary schools, have been involved in the design and 
development of the new curriculum. Pioneer schools have trialled and developed the new 
curriculum at their school sites (WG, 2015a). 
2 Initially the new curriculum was entitled A curriculum for Wales – a curriculum for life 
(WG, 2015a). It was intended to be implemented from September 2018, with complete 
national rollout by 2021. Implementation has, however, been impeded several times: 
postponed to January 2019, then September 2019 and now January 2020. This document 
was made available on the WGs website (http://gov.wales/draft-curriculum-wales-2022) 
during April-July 2019 to elicit public feedback.  
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Currently, the draft curriculum does not provide specific guidance to FP 
practitioners3 about how to implement the new curriculum using a play-based 
pedagogy, although it is anticipated that this will follow. As philosophical and 
pedagogical change for FP practitioners is expected to be minimal, based on the 
findings and recommendations in Donaldson’s report, I suggest this study’s results 
will continue to hold relevancy once the new curriculum is implemented. 
As previously stated, this inquiry is focused on the FP. More specifically, it focuses 
on ascertaining the perspectives of a sample of Year 1-2 FP teachers, on the 
extent to which they regard ‘play’ as the most suitable pedagogical strategy for 
More Able and Talented (MAT) pupils.  A justification for this avenue of inquiry is 
explored later in the chapter. 
Chapter Outline  
Several key words and phrases are used in the title of this study, including ‘play’, 
‘most suitable’, ‘pedagogical’ and ‘MAT’.  As socially constructed terms, 
definitions are neither universally shared, uncontested nor absolutely fixed 
(Wallace and Poulson, 2003). The constructed meanings of ‘play’ and ‘MAT’ cited 
in WG policies and reports are briefly introduced to the reader to establish how 
these terms have been characterised in Wales. An explanation of why the 
language ‘most suitable’ and ‘pedagogy’ was adopted in the formulation of the 
title is also provided. A more thorough exploration of the concepts of ‘play’, 
‘pedagogy’ and ‘MAT’ is undertaken in the Literature Review.  
The remainder of this chapter is divided into six key sections. This includes the 
rationale for considering ‘play’ and MAT education in Wales; an outline of the 
significance of the study and its intended contribution to knowledge; an 
explanation of the sample selected; an overview of the aims of the study and 
research questions posed; and finally, an outline and justification of the 
theoretical framework adopted. The Introduction is concluded with an outline of 
the thesis chapters which follow and their main foci. 
Defining key terms 
Although not a keyword in the title, I start by defining ‘Early Childhood / Early 
Years Education’ since an understanding of these terms support the definitions of 
‘pedagogy’ and ‘play’ which follow. Thereafter, the terms ‘most suitable’ and 
‘MAT’ and explored. 
Early Childhood (EC) / Early Years (EYs) Education 
The FP curriculum is an EC or EYs educational program. Both terms are used in the 
literature, but in this study, the terminology EYs is employed more frequently as 
 
3 This is an umbrella term used to define all adults, including teachers, who work directly 
or indirectly with young children. The terminology ‘teachers’ and ‘practitioners’ are both 
used in this study, with the latter used if a source quoted uses this terminology or if a 
statement applies to the role of teachers and other adults.  
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this echoes the language used in the FP (WG: 2015b) text. I regard the terms EYs 
education and EC education (ECE) synonymously.  
Whilst there are varying perspectives internationally about the age at which early 
childhood begins and ends, there is a general acceptance that it starts at birth and 
ends somewhere between the ages of five to eight (Hannon, 2003). In the 
academic literature from Nordic, Australian, US, English and Welsh contexts, EYs 
education is often understood as the time before compulsory formal schooling 
begins: in England and Wales, this begins at five years old, and in the former 
contexts, this is usually six years old (Wagner and Einarsdottir, 2008; Ishimine, 
Tayler and Thorpe, 2009; Faulkner and Coates, 2013). The type of EYs education 
children receive often differs pedagogically, and in its intents and purposes, prior 
to and upon starting compulsory education. Pre-school education is typically 
characterised by an emphasis on social learning and play, transitioning to a 
greater focus on cognitive development and formal learning when compulsory 
schooling begins (Einarsdottir, 2010, Faulkner and Coates, 2013).  
What marks Wales as different from the other contexts named above is its 
adherence to the same pedagogical approach and curricular aims across the 
phases of non-compulsory and compulsory schooling. As formerly indicated, the 
focus of this study is on the first two years of compulsory schooling - Years 1 and 
2, attended by pupils aged five to seven. The justifications for focusing exclusively 
on this group of learners is explained later in the chapter. 
Pedagogy 
Pedagogy literally translates from Greek etymology as ‘knowledge related to 
children’, or in educational terms, knowledge about how children learn. McInnes 
et al. (2011) acknowledge that the notion of pedagogy has not traditionally been 
applied to discussions about the EYs; indeed, for some, the association between 
these concepts is anathematic and inappropriate. McInnes et al. (2011) identify 
that many EYs practitioners regard the purpose of EYs and compulsory schooling 
as distinct phases and thus, reject the use of the concept of ‘pedagogy’ in the EYs, 
which they associate with ‘teaching’ and formal ‘education’. As the FP (WG, 
2015b) explicitly associates the EYs with the concepts of ‘education’, ‘teaching’ 
(and ‘learning’), ‘pedagogy’ is deemed an appropriate term to use. 
Bernstein’s definition of pedagogy is adopted in this study. Bernstein (1996 cited 
in McInnes et al., 2011) proposed two constructs for viewing pedagogy: 
classification and framing. ‘Classification’ refers to the degree of boundary 
maintenance between subjects and ‘framing’ relates to the relationship between 
the pupil and teacher and the degree of control between them (McInnes et al. 
2011: 122). According to Bernstein (1996 cited in McInnes et al., 2011), a visible 
pedagogy occurs when the classification and framing are both strong, whilst an 
invisible pedagogy occurs when the classification and framing are weak.  
At text level, the FP (WG, 2015b: 8) policy has a weak classification, since it 
recommends that the Areas of Learning (AOLs) should not be ‘taught in isolation’ 
but ‘integrated’ using a ‘complementary’, ‘cross-curricular approach’. Guidance is 
based on the assumption that this approach forms ‘a relevant practical 
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curriculum’ (WG, 2015b:8). At policy-enactment level, however, classification may 
be stronger if AOLs, such as literacy or numeracy, are taught as ‘stand-alone’ 
subjects. The framing of the FP is best described as ‘mixed’: neither ‘strong’ 
(teacher controlled and directed) nor ‘weak’ (entirely led by the pupils). A ‘mixed’ 
framing approach captures the essence of the guidance in the FP text (WG, 
2015b:4) which specifies that learning ought to be co-constructed. Martlew et al. 
(2011) state that FP teachers are expected to be responsive to children’s 
emerging needs and should interact and negotiate learning with pupils. A 
pedagogical approach for the EYs that employs a ‘mixed’ framing is advocated by 
McInnes et al. (2011) and Wainwright et al. (2016), who identify that it better 
ensures that a balance of power is established between practitioners and pupils. 
This view is not universally shared, as will be elaborated in the Literature Review. 
In a Bernsteinian sense, therefore, the FP could be described as intending to have 
a semi-visible pedagogy, with a weak classification and mixed framing.  
An understanding of pedagogy is not only informed by the perspectives of policy-
writers and their texts, but also by the beliefs, values and modes of enactment of 
the policy-actors, whose views may not necessarily coalesce with those of the 
creators of policy documents. It might be a plausible assumption to anticipate that 
a close relationship exists between a teacher’s beliefs and understanding about 
how children learn (coupled with their view about the purpose of education) and 
the subsequent style or methodology of teaching they adopt. However, some 
research has found that the beliefs or philosophy teachers claim to subscribe to 
are not necessarily always congruent with their practice. An oft-cited cause of this 
ambivalence is attributed to accountability pressures causing a tension between 
teachers’ personal convictions and professional expectations (Wainwright et al., 
2016; Martlew, Stephen and Ellis, 2011; Ceglowski, 1997). Accountability 
pressures may derive from a variety of sources, including the nature of the 
curriculum and assessment itself (particularly for those working with statutory 
policy texts); government targets, which outline the minimum standards pupils 
should achieve; high-stakes national tests; high-stakes school inspection results; 
senior leadership expectations; the school’s culture and ethos; and parental 
expectations. In contrast, Wein (1995, cited in Ceglowski, 1997) suggests that the 
ambivalence sometimes existing between teachers’ beliefs and practices is not 
necessarily the result of external pressures, but the result of an internal 
dissonance, whereby teachers hold a simultaneous point of view about teaching: 
one which is child-centred and another which is teacher-directed. Ceglowski 
(1997:110) notes that when teachers develop their daily schedule, they 
operationalise how these two (child-centred / teacher-directed) perspectives are 
enacted. In Chapter Five, I will interpret how closely teachers’ understandings and 
practices reflect those advocated in the FP curriculum (WG, 2015b).  
Play is characterised as a pedagogical strategy in this paper because it is the 
medium or ‘vehicle’ through which ‘learning’ is expected to occur in the FP (WG, 
2015b: 3). As such, FP practitioners are instructed to take an active role in 
planning ample opportunities for pupils to play, with the intended aim of 
supporting their holistic development (WG, 2015b: 3-7). The concept of play in 
the FP (WG, 2015b) is introduced below, but will be explored in greater depth in 
the Literature Review. Below, I briefly outline what the FP (WG, 2015b) includes 




Wainwright et al. (2016: 514) acknowledge that ‘defining what is meant by play is 
far from straightforward with numerous definitions and interpretations of the 
concept across the world’.  As this study is specifically related to Wales, defining 
play from a Welsh perspective is important. It would be anticipated that an official 
statement defining what play is would be clearly outlined in the FP framework 
(WG, 2015b). This source does not, however, provide a clear, explicit definition of 
the term, although it does cite some of the characteristics of play. Play is 
identified as ‘the vehicle’ (WG, 2013:3) for learning and some brief guidance on 
how practitioners might structure teaching and learning within in a play-based 
environment is provided. Additionally, the document subscribes to the belief that 
play is beneficial for all learners, irrespective of children’s ability levels, cultural 
backgrounds, age or gender. These aspects are elaborated upon further in 
Chapter One. 
Excluded from the FP curriculum text (WG, 2015b) are reference to play 
behaviours that different pupils may exhibit; play activities that different pupils 
might engage in; and guidance for practitioners about what their roles or 
interactions might include in children’s play and why. Although not present in the 
FP text (WG, 2015b), such information may be contained in a WG Play Policy that 
is not publicly available, and therefore, inaccessible to the researcher who does 
not work in a Welsh school. These features are discussed in Chapter One.  
‘Most suitable’ 
The FP curriculum (WG, 2015b) is explicit and authoritative in its stance when it 
postulates that children (do) ‘learn’ through play (WG, 2015b: 3). It thereby 
positions play as the most suitable medium for learning for three to seven-year 
olds. I avoided using the evaluative / judgemental terms ‘best practice’ or 
‘effective’ in formulation of the title’s question because their usage in government 
policy documents has been widely critiqued (e.g. Morris, 2012, Ball, 1998). This is 
exemplified by Fleer (2003a: 64) who asks, ‘but for whom is this practice best?’  In 
selecting the terminology ‘most suitable’, I acknowledge that this phrase is also 
not neutral or value-free since it requires an evaluative decision to reached in 
order to take a stance. However, by asking the question ‘is it most suitable?’ I 
have sought to open it up for debate. 
Next, I discuss how ‘more able and talented’ pupils are defined in Wales.  
More able and talented (MAT) 
Wales has selected the terminology ‘more able and talented’ (MAT) to describe 
pupils who are high performers across different domains. As outlined in Appendix 
B, a plethora of terms, including ‘able’ and ‘talented’, are used in the academic 
literature to describe high achievers, although ‘giftedness’ continues to be the 
most frequently adopted term. In EYs gifted literature, ‘giftedness’ is used almost 
exclusively. Whilst ‘giftedness’ is the most commonly adopted term, how it is 
understood is not universally agreed upon. This point is illustrated by Freeman 
(1998 cited in Galitis, 2007) who has identified over two hundred and thirteen 
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different definitions of the term in the literature, thus, highlighting its contested 
nature. A lack of consensus also exists in how other terms, such as ‘talented’, are 
understood. I return to definitions in Chapter One, but for now, I outline how MAT 
is understood in the Welsh context.  
Markit Training and Consultancy Ltd (2015), hereto referred to as MTC, were 
commissioned by the WG to conduct an independent review to determine the 
status of MAT identification and provision practices, for pupils aged three to 
nineteen, across Wales. They found that at the ‘grass-roots’ level, teachers and 
leaders are ‘very consistent’ in their understanding: pupils with academic ability 
are ‘more able’, whilst those with non-academic abilities are ‘talented’ (MTC, 
2015:8).  Estyn, the Welsh inspectorate body, investigated MAT education in the 
primary sector on behalf of the WG (Estyn, 2011) and established that 
practitioners distinguish between ‘more able’ and ‘talented’ pupils in the manner 
described by MTC (2015). Moreover, this understanding appears to be officially 
endorsed by Estyn (2011:6), as evidenced by the definition of MAT they provide at 
the start of their report. In both documents, ‘more able’ pupils are defined as 
pupils who demonstrate intellectual ability and academic proficiency (MTC, 2015, 
Estyn, 2011). ‘Talented’ pupils are pupils who are proficient in one or more non-
academic domains, such as the performing arts, music or sport, or who 
demonstrate high ability in a specific skill area, such as leadership (Estyn, 2011: 6). 
Welsh policy - actors’ understanding of MAT correlates with The Excellence in 
Cities definition (1999, cited by the DfES, 2004) used in England to define ‘gifted 
and talented’ (GAT) pupils. Neither Estyn (2011) nor MTC (2015) reported which 
source(s) influenced or informed practitioners’ understandings of the concept of 
MAT. 
The official Welsh definition, published by the ACCAC (2003), similarly 
distinguishes between ‘more able’ and ‘talented’ pupils, but in a different way to 
that described by policy-actors (Estyn, 2011, MTC, 2015). MAT pupils are 
described as those ‘who are more able across the curriculum as well as those who 
show talent in one or more specific areas’ (ACCAC, 2003: 3). What is evident from 
this definition is that a distinction between academic and non-academic domains 
is not made, rather what distinguishes ‘more able’ pupils from ‘talented’ pupils, is 
how widespread their proficiency across the curriculum is. The ACCAC (2003) also 
places more emphasis on pupils’ ‘potential’ to demonstrate advanced skills 
(compared to their chronologically aged peers), rather than their actualised 
performance. The importance of actualised ability is suggested in the definition 
used by policy-actors, who define ‘more able’ pupils as those who (do) exceed 
expected age / curriculum level outcomes in any cognitive domain (MTC, 2015, 
Estyn, 2011). Although an ‘official’ definition, the ACCAC (2003) definition is not 
statutory, since schools have the autonomy to establish their own definition of 
MAT. It is perhaps telling that teachers and leaders share the definition held by 
Estyn - those with the power to make evaluative judgements about ‘quality’ in 
their schools.  
Guidance published by the ACCAC (2003:3) suggests that ‘more able’ pupils 
comprise about 20% of each school’s population, with a sub-group of 2% 
representing those who are ‘exceptionally able’. Conversely, recommendations on 
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the approximate size of a talented group are omitted. In practice, Estyn (2011) 
and MTC (2015) report that most Welsh policy-actors have adopted 20% as a 
guide for identifying ‘more able’ and ‘talented’ pupils. MTC (2015:7-8) found that 
only 11-20% of schools distinguished between ‘more able’ and ‘exceptionally 
able’: terms specifically referring to intellectual / academic proficiency. It is 
unclear what proportion of primary schools, and more specifically the EYs phase, 
distinguish a sub-group of ‘exceptionally able’ pupils within the larger ‘more able’ 
group, as this was not reported. The ACCAC (2003:3) defines MAT pupils as those 
requiring additional enrichment and extension activities compared to peers of the 
same chronological age within their own school, as opposed to identifying the top 
20% of any given year group, across all schools nationally. This localised, 
contextualised approach to identification is also recommended in England (DfES, 
2004).  In the Literature Review, I critique how the construction of the MAT child 
in Wales may impact upon school practitioners’ understandings and the 
subsequent opportunities they afford their learners. 
Currently, the definition of MAT pupils and suggestions for meeting their needs 
are not phase specific (ACCAC, 2003), which suggests that differences in MAT 
pupils’ characteristics and how they learn, between the ages of three to eighteen, 
do not exist. Although not the main focus of this inquiry, this assumption is 
worthy of further investigation.  
Having now defined the key terms used in this paper, I provide a rationale for the 
topic researched. Here, I establish the niche my research addresses, in addition to 
justifying the necessity of the research undertaken.  
Rationale 
Wales has been chosen as the context of study, prompted primarily by a return to 
Wales in the summer of 2016 from overseas and a close reading of the FP 
curriculum (WG, 2015b) which my twins would be encountering in Year 2. 
However, my interest in the Welsh FP context was not simply driven by 
geography, but by my prior experiences. This are commented upon in the 
justification which follows and further strengthened by drawing upon the findings 
of WG commissioned reports. I begin by outlining my interest in focusing on EYs 
education and Years 1 and 2 specifically. Thereafter, I summarise why I have 
selected MAT education as the specific focus of study within the EYs. 
EYs: A personal interest  
I begin by acknowledging that the study of the Welsh FP is from the perspective of 
an interested outsider. Although Welsh by nationality, I consider myself an 
outsider because prior to returning to the UK, I had never taught in a Welsh 
school nor taught in a curriculum which could be described as ‘play-based’. In the 
summer of 2018, I applied for a position as supply teacher, enabling a chance to 
gain practical experience of working in the FP across a range of schools (although 
not those involved in this study) in South Wales. Prior to this, I had previously 
taught in KS1-KS2 in English National Curriculum (ENC) primary schools in the 
Middle East and in secondary schools in England and the Middle East. 
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In addition to teaching, I have held several leadership roles, including primary 
school senior leader; curriculum writer for Early Years and Primary at Ministry 
level; and professional development trainer and content writer for a private-
public reform project in the UAE, where I supported kindergarten (KG) and 
primary schools. These roles afforded me the opportunity to gain a greater 
theoretical understanding of what informs EYs philosophy and pedagogy, in 
addition to practical experience of working closely with EYs colleagues and young 
children. Working with EYs teachers from so many different cultural contexts4, 
with differing views about what play is (and isn’t) and its role in learning, inspired 
a curiosity to learn more about this topic. 
Unlike children aged between three to five, who may attend a variety of different 
settings, including independent nurseries, nurseries or reception classes attached 
to schools, childminders or their own homes (Wyn Siencyn and Thomas, 2007), 
five to seven-year olds are required to attend a school-based setting. Whilst I 
acknowledge that each school or setting is unique and positioned within its own 
micro-context, at a structural at least, I would anticipate that older pupils’ 
experiences of the FP would be much more closely aligned than those of younger 
FP pupils. Structural features include access to comparable government funding; 
access to staff holding similar qualifications / training levels (due to government 
stipulated standards); and identical legislated attendance (including hours/day 
and days/year). Throughout my career, I have worked exclusively in school-based 
settings and it is this environmental-context that I am most familiar with and 
knowledgeable about. Year 1 and 2 has been selected as the focus of study 
because they are the EYs group that I have the most experience of working with. 
Moreover, Year 1-2 pupils are under-represented in the minor amount of play 
literature that has been conducted in Wales thus far. 
EYs: A national priority 
In returning to the issue about ‘play’, Professor Siraj’s (2014) review of the FP, at 
the request of the WG, found that variability in practitioners’ understanding of 
‘play’ and the principles behind it were evident across Wales - thus impacting 
upon its implementation. She identified ‘chaotic classrooms’ and ‘watered down’ 
learning at one extremity, and ‘a return to formal teaching and didactic methods 
to maintain standards’, especially in literacy and numeracy, at the other end of 
the continuum (Siraj, 2014:21-22).  In the same report, Siraj (2014) proposed that 
staff working with older children needed greater support in understanding how to 
structure the learning environment to enhance children’s learning experiences. 
Siraj (2014: 21-22) also suggested emphasising ‘experiential learning rather than 
play, as learning through play appears to be misunderstood’, especially for Year 1 
and 2 practitioners. The FP curriculum was revised in 2015 and the terminology 
‘experiential activities’ was included. However, rather than replacing the term 
‘play’, this phrase was used in association with it: ‘Children learn through first-
hand experiential activities with the serious business of ‘play’ providing the 
 
4 Including the UK, Ireland, Canada, USA, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, UAE, Egypt, 
Palestine, Syria and Lebanon.  
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vehicle’ (WG, 2015b: 3). Estyn’s (2017) recent report into how literacy and 
numeracy are delivered across the FP indicate that the association of ‘play’ with 
‘experiential activities’ has still not clarified practitioner understanding 
completely.  They concluded that the language of ‘learning through play’ is still 
misunderstood, with only a quarter of the schools researched effectively 
delivering literacy and numeracy in accordance with FP play principles (Estyn, 
2017: 9, 11).   
MAT: A personal interest 
I turn now to justifying why MAT pupils in the FP were selected as the focus of 
study. The primary reason stemmed from a discussion which arose in my last 
place of employment, a private ENC school in Abu Dhabi, where I worked as Head 
of Primary. The discussion centred around what style of learning would best 
support our English as Additional Language (EAL) pupils in accessing the 
curriculum. This discussion was particularly relevant for our Year 1 and 2 pupils, as 
the majority were emergent English speakers. The Head of EYFS suggested that a 
play-based approach, akin to the EYFS (DfE, 2013), might better support our EAL 
pupils in accessing the curriculum and in acquiring the English language, because 
of its emphasis on speaking and listening, playing, social development and pupil 
choice. I was keen to adopt this approach with Year 1 pupils the following 
academic year, after some research and a piloting phase had been undertaken 
and staff had received professional development training. However, when this 
idea was shared with the Principal, Vice Principal and ten KS1 teachers, there was 
almost unanimous agreement that this approach would do more to jeopardise 
pupils’ learning than assist it.  The rationale was that EAL pupils needed more 
teacher input to develop their language and that play would prevent this from 
happening. Their response revealed an underlying assumption that play does not 
include teacher-involvement. GAT pupils were the group identified with the most 
to lose with this approach; there was a genuine concern that the same standards 
would not be achieved by these learners if they were exposed to a play-based 
approach. Factors contributing to teachers’ concerns included fear about parents’ 
reactions, inspection results and preparedness for Year 2. Such concerns correlate 
with those expressed by practitioners in other studies (Clark and Waller, 2007; 
Siraj, 2014; Taylor et al., 2016; Rogers and Lapping, 2012). 
Although the focus of the discussion was initiated by a concern about language 
access, it was the assumption about GAT pupils having the most to lose, 
particularly in relation to attainment outcomes, which interested me and became 
the lens through which I read the FP document on my return to Wales. Why had 
Wales disbanded KS1 and written a curriculum endorsing a play-based approach, 
when colleagues in my previous school felt that such an approach would 
disadvantage everyone, but especially the GAT pupils? I wanted to investigate 
whether this assumption had any merit, albeit, in a different educational context. 
Concerns about whether MAT pupils are adequately challenged is also a concern 
of the WG. This is discussed next. 
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MAT: A national priority 
MAT educational provision and achievement has been a national priority since 
2008. At the behest of the WG, Estyn (2011) investigated the quality of provision 
for MAT pupils across a large sample of Welsh primary schools. They identified 
several key concerns, including: 
• In the majority of primary schools MAT pupils are not identified and do not 
receive appropriate support. 
• Most MAT pupils are not challenged enough. 
• Teachers do not have the expertise to identify, support or track the progress 
of MAT pupils in the majority of primary schools. 
• Provision across Wales varies too much. 
• Too few pupils achieve above expected levels at the end of KS1 and KS2.5 
• Best practice is not disseminated often enough by Local Education Authorities 
(LEAs) – now referred to as Local Authorities (LAs).  
 
Estyn’s (2011) conclusion that MAT provision is variable and often lacks sufficient 
challenge aligns with Siraj’s (2014) ‘Stocktake of the FP’ report findings. Arguably, 
since Estyn’s (2011) MAT findings were conducted almost a decade ago and did 
not relate to the FP since data was collected prior to its implementation, an 
investigation into MAT identification and practice within the intended ‘play-based’ 
FP is warranted.  
The significance of the research and its contribution to knowledge 
Despite the WGs commitment both to a play-based approach for children up to 
age seven and for MAT pupils to receive an appropriate, stimulating education, no 
specific guidance for teachers working in the FP has been created which attempts 
to bring these two areas together. In the chapter entitled, ‘The actions taken to 
support and challenge MAT learners’, written by MTC (2015), no reference was 
made to play as a strategy for MAT pupils, even though play is the expected 
medium of learning in the FP (WG, 2015b). As FP practitioners partook in this 
study play’s exclusion is both surprising and telling. Within Welsh academic 
literature, there is an absence of studies related MAT pupils. Indeed, the focus of 
many EYs academic articles in the Welsh context, have centred around the 
importance of play, outdoor learning and bilingualism for all pupils in the FP, 
rather than researching the impact or effects such approaches have on certain 
groups of FP pupils, such as MAT pupils.  
Although the scale of the research is small, significantly, it will be the first inquiry 
undertaken in Wales which explores teachers’ perspectives about the suitability of 
 
5 Whilst the KS1 national assessment levels are no longer used in Years 1-2, they have 
been replaced with Foundation Phase Outcomes (FPO), levelled 1-6. The expected 
standard for most pupils at the end of Year 2 is Level 5. In the new curriculum (WG, 
2019:0), expected outcomes of achievement are specified at progression points for ages 5, 
8, 11 and 14. This indicates that the WG has continued to focus on the importance of 
children obtaining minimum end of phase, summative attainment standards.  
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play MAT children, aged five to seven, in the FP. The findings from this study will 
hold most relevancy for practitioners working in Wales, providing an opportunity 
for them to critically reflect upon their own beliefs and practices about MAT and 
to engage with and/or learn from the teachers involved in this study. The extent 
to which the sample group of teachers enact the intended aims of supporting 
MAT pupils to reach their potential through the medium of play, may also be of 
interest to Welsh policy-makers. The results might assist them in identifying areas 
which might benefit from further investigation or training support. Practitioners 
working with similar aged children, in EYs environments where play and social 
learning are incorporated alongside academic learning, may also find the findings 
of interest.  
Internationally, the study of MAT learners in the EYs is an emerging body of 
literature within the copious ‘gifted’ literature. Significantly, despite the centrality 
of play in many EYs curricula, the concept of play within this emerging gifted 
literature has received limited in-depth exploration or attention, particularly for 
the upper end of the ‘early’ childhood spectrum (five to seven years). 
Furthermore, within the play literature, MAT pupils as a group are rarely 
discussed. This study is intended to contribute to this existing gap in knowledge.  
Next, I outline the sample selected for the study.  
Sample 
Year 1 and 2 teachers working in accredited NACE ‘Challenge Award’ (Cymru) 
schools were selected as the sample for this investigation. NACE is an acronym for 
the National Association of Able Children in Education. At the request of the WG, 
guidance for supporting practitioners to improve their MAT practice was 
produced by NACE in the document Meeting the Challenge (WAG, 2008) and 
disseminated to all schools in 2012. To receive the ‘Challenge Award’ accolade, 
schools must demonstrate successful implementation of the 10 Quality Standards 
outlined in the guidance (WAG, 2008: 23-29). The award is deemed by NACE, and 
endorsed by the WG, as a ‘national quality mark for schools’ (WAG, 2008:14). As a 
condition for gaining, and then retaining their ‘Challenge Award’ status, schools 
must also have achieved a ‘good’ or better judgement from Estyn (NACE n.d.).  
FP teachers working in NACE accredited schools were selected on the assumption 
that they would be knowledgeable about MAT identification and strategies due to 
their involvement in the NACE accreditation process. Furthermore, I anticipated 
that practitioners might be able to offer an informed response to the research 
inquiry due to their experience of a play-based curriculum and their school’s 
commitment to challenge MAT pupils. Other justifications for selecting this 
sample are discussed in Chapter Three.  
Aims of the study and research questions 
The advocacy for a play-based approach to learning in the FP assumes that play is 
the most appropriate and effective medium of learning for all young children 
(WG, 2015b). Gifted literature, in contrast, has mixed views about the effectivity 
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of play for MAT children, as will be discussed further in Chapter One.  Thus, a key 
aim of this study is to establish which of these perspectives the sample Year 1-2 
FP teachers align most closely to.  
Other aims include: 
• understanding teachers’ formulations of ‘play’ and how these understandings 
are then operationalised; 
• considering the extent to which teachers’ play beliefs and practices align with 
those outlined in the FP text (WG, 2015b); 
• establishing an understanding of how teachers set up their learning 
environments and what kinds of play opportunities they afford MAT children 
and why; 
• understanding teachers’ perspectives about the suitability of play for meeting 
MAT pupils’ cognitive, social, emotional-psychological and physical needs. 
Other ways this study aims to contribute to knowledge have previously been 
stated. 
In order to address these aims, three key research questions are posed: 
1. How do FP teachers (in NACE accredited schools) define play and to what 
extent are these definitions shared? 
2. How is play used as a strategy for meeting the needs of MAT pupils in the FP? 
3. To what extent do teachers agree that learning through play can support MAT 
pupils’ holistic developmental needs? 
 
With the aims of the study now established, I justify why Piaget and Vygotsky’s 
theories of learning were chosen as the theoretical framework for this study. 
The theoretical framework  
I was keen to adopt a theoretical framework which reflects the theories that 
informed the philosophy and pedagogy of the FP. I felt this approach would assist 
in gauging the extent to which the FP teachers’ beliefs and practices align with 
those expressed in the FP. This information was unobtainable within the FP 
curriculum text (WG, 2015b) itself, which does not contain a ‘references’ section 
nor an inclusion of citations from sources drawn upon in its formulation. 
Additionally, the literature review undertaken by the FP curriculum writers was 
unavailable on the WGs website. After contacting the WGs Research Division, I 
was informed, via email, that due to system changes, the literature review was no 
longer available. However, I was told that the FP is ‘based on Scandinavian models 
of early years education’ and that the revised curriculum was shaped by the 
findings of Siraj’s Stocktake report (2014) and the report Evaluating the 
Foundation Phase (Taylor et al., 2015a) conducted by WISERD6, during 2011-2014 
(pers.comm, 25/05/2019). Some contributors to the latter report have since 
published their findings in academic papers, for example, Taylor et al. (2015b) and 
 
6 Wales Institute of Social and Economic Research, Data and Methods. WISERD has centres 
at the universities of Cardiff and Swansea. 
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Taylor et al. (2016). Thus, these authors’ reference to the sources that contributed 
to the FP’s construction are thought to be reliably informed.  
Underpinning the design of the FP is a ‘“developmental” approach and a 
constructivist but largely sociocultural pedagogy’ (Maynard et al., 2013: ix cited in 
Taylor et al., 2015b:690). Developmental theory is a concept proposed by Piaget 
to explain how cognition develops in humans (Feldhusen, 2011). For over a 
century, Piaget’s psychological and biological child development perspective has 
been the most dominant paradigm in the fields of psychology, health and the EYs, 
shaping practitioners’ ideas about how we think children learn and develop 
(Burman, 2016). Soto (2002 cited in Edwards, 2005) suggests that this highly 
influential paradigm, particularly in Western contexts, has been rarely critiqued 
and is often treated as ‘taken-for-granted’ knowledge. Despite some recent 
criticisms, outlined below, Piaget’s theory continues to exert influence. Although 
frequently accredited with creating the constructivist or ‘progressive’ approach to 
learning, Singer (1992 cited in Burman, 2016: 262) highlights that this is 
erroneous:  
its conceptual roots lie in the work of various European eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century philosophers and educationalists such as Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, Johann Pestalozzi, Friedrich Froebel and, in the early part of 
this century, Maria Montessori and the psychoanalysts Susan Isaacs and 
Margaret Lowenfeld. 
Burman (2016) suggests that whilst there are some differences amongst the 
theorists cited above, they all broadly hold a child-centred orientation to learning. 
Burman (2016:263) suggests that this approach is characterised by five ‘key 
tenets’ including ‘readiness’, ‘choice’, ‘needs’, ‘play’ and ‘discovery’. These 
concepts will be defined and critiqued in the next chapter. In addition to Piaget’s 
developmental-constructivist approach, the theoretical framework also draws 
upon Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory: a theory constructed as a rebuttal to the 
claims made in Piaget’s developmental theory (Burman, 2016). Some tensions 
between their theoretical orientations are identified in the psychology literature 
(Burman, 2016; DeVries, 2000; Lourenço, 2012, Matusov and Hayes, 2000) and 
EYs literature (Fleer, 2003a, 2011; Hedges and Cooper, 2018; Wood, 2014, 2019), 
although commonalities between their theories also exit. 
An overview of Piaget’s developmental-constructivist theory 
Piaget’s developmental theory articulated that children develop through four 
stages of development: stages he regarded as biologically-determined, 
predictable and universal (Feldhusen, 2001). Although he proposed that the 
outward manifestations of children’s learning vary at each stage of development, 
he also identified some commonalities in children’s approaches to learning within 
each of the four stages. These features form the foundation of his constructivist 
approach, a model he advocated that teachers should adopt in order to promote 
children’s development.  
Piaget understood children as active agents in their own learning, positing that 
when children construct their own knowledge, they learn to make sense of their 
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world and gain a greater understanding of their learning than if they’re told 
(Matsusov and Hayes, 2000, DeVries, 2000). He also suggested that children 
develop through their engagement in a variety, of what he termed ‘naturalistic’ 
actions. These include play, collaborating with peers, engaging with and exploring 
the environment using one’s senses and actively following one’s interests and 
curiosities (Allen and Gordon, 2011). These features have historically been 
promoted in the EYs as ‘developmentally appropriate practice(s)’ (DAPs) (Kaplan 
and Hertzog, 2016) and are characteristic features of the EYs ‘Scandinavian 
approach’ from which Wales has drawn (Wainwright et al., 2016). These practices 
are also foregrounded in the FP curriculum (WG, 2015b: 3-4). A critique of Piaget’s 
theories and underlying assumptions, including the argument that his theory has 
established (flawed) normative expectations of children’s development (e.g. 
Smutny, 1999), is undertaken in Chapters One and Two.  
An overview of Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory 
Vygotsky proposed that cognitive development was determined by an individual’s 
interactions with others and shaped by one’s social and cultural context (Shayer, 
2003, Matusov and Hayes, 2000). This contrasted with Piaget’s understanding 
which emphasised the importance of the individual and their internal biological 
processes in developing cognition. Vygotsky stressed that an individual could 
learn more from others than he could alone. This is articulated in his concept of 
the ‘zone of proximal development’ (ZPD), defined as ‘the difference between the 
actual achievement of the child working alone, and their potential achievement 
working with a ‘more knowledgeable other’’ (Allen and Gordon, 2011:47). Within 
the FP (WG, 2015b) teachers are encouraged to play an active role in supporting 
children’s development and to provide opportunities for peers to interact with 
each other.  
Fleer (2011) and Burman (2016) stress the importance of recognising the 
influence of one’s sociocultural-historical context in shaping the beliefs, values 
and practices that are most valued within theoretical constructions. Lourenço 
(2012) suggests that Piaget’s and Vygotsky’s orientations are quite different, with 
Piaget emphasising individualism and Vygotsky collectivism: a result, he proposed 
which stemmed from their cultural backgrounds – Piaget was a Swiss European 
and Vygotsky, a Russian Marxist. Lourenço (2012) suggests that Piaget’s learning 
theory is characterised by horizontal relationships, where mutual respect and an 
equal power balance is achieved between teacher and learner, in contrast to 
Vygotsky who emphasised vertical relationships and an ‘unequal relationship’. 
This point is concurred by DeVries (2000:196) who states that the ‘more capable 
other’ holds the most power and respect because they possess more knowledge 
and/or skill(s) than the less capable other.  For Burman (2016:265), however, the 
acceptance that the teacher has power over the child is not a negative, since their 
knowledge and skill can act as an aid to the child in their learning.  
An overview of their views on play 
Like Piaget, Vygotsky viewed play, particularly fantasy play, as the leading activity 
for pre-schoolers (DeVries, 2000). Duncan and Tarulli (2003:272) define ‘leading 
16 
 
activity’, not as an activity which is more frequent, but as the activity that ‘leads 
development’ - playing a ‘central’ role ‘through which the most important 
psychological and social changes occur during a given developmental period’. 
Play, according to Vygotsky (1967: 11), has an ‘enormous’ influence on a child’s 
cognitive, social and emotional development, sentiments which are echoed in the 
FP (WG, 2015b). 
Summary 
The theories of Piaget and Vygotsky are included to reflect the presence of their 
combined ideas in the construction of the FP curriculum. The inclusion of both 
theories may, however, create conflict at a theoretical level and tension at a 
pragmatic level since their orientations differ. For example, in returning to 
Bernstein’s (1996 cited in McInnes et al. 2011) conception of pedagogy, Piaget’s 
theory of learning aligns with an invisible pedagogy, where classification and 
framing are weak, whereas Vygotsky’s theory could represent a semi-visible or 
visible pedagogy – dependent upon the extent to which practitioners lead 
children’s learning and the extent to which an integrated approach is promoted. 
Teachers’ survey and interview responses are presented and then analysed with 
reference to these two theories of learning in order to determine the extent to 
which they have shaped practitioners’ perspectives in Chapters Four and Five. 
Outline of the thesis 
The literature review comprises of two chapters. In Chapter One, the aims, beliefs 
and practices recommended in the FP (WG, 2015b) and for MAT education in 
Wales, are surfaced and then critiqued. Chapter Two then provides a theoretical 
account of the framework employed in this study. The next four chapters relate to 
the empirical study. Chapter Three discusses the methodology and methods used 
in the study, Chapter Four presents and analyses the research findings, and 
Chapter Five contains a discussion of these findings. The concluding chapter, 
Chapter Six, addresses the main research question, outlines the study’s limitations 
and suggests ideas for future research.  
Since the focus of the study has now been introduced and the rationale and aims 
of the thesis outlined, I proceed to Chapter One. 
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CHAPTER ONE: THE LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction  
Rizvi and Lingard (2009) identify that the creation of written policy at the macro-
level by the state is typically undertaken as a response to what is going on 
externally (e.g. globalisation) and/or internally (e.g. a problem to solve). Codd 
(1988) argues that written policy documents are often internally incoherent and 
at worse self-contradictory. Ball (1993) attributes this to the result of compromise 
and negotiation by different stakeholders at various stages in the policy-making 
process. As policy texts are living documents, an understanding of policy also 
includes how written texts are interpreted and enacted by policy-actors at the 
micro-level (Rizvi and Lingard, 2009). How far text intentions align with what is 
enacted is dependent upon several factors including the extent to which 
ideologies are shared and the degree to which accountability measures impact 
upon policy-actors’ decision-making (Ball, 1993). 
Wallace and Poulson (2002) argue that policy texts, such as curriculum 
documents, are examples of literature to be especially weary of given their 
characteristic ‘problem-solution’ construction. This point is concurred by 
Fairclough (2013) and Ball (2015). Wallace and Poulson (2002:5) write 
The claims to watch are those particularly prevalent in literature about 
the social world embodying recommendations for improving practice. 
They tend to make the strongest claims to knowledge, often combining a 
high degree of certainty with implicitly or explicitly a high degree of 
generalisation, at a high level of abstraction. 
The FP (WG, 2015b) text cites improvement (of students’ attainment and the 
quality of practitioners’ craft) as a rationale for curriculum change. Martin (2000 
cited in Hyatt, 2011:841) describes the use of language conveying overt attitudinal 
judgements, such as ‘improvement’, as inscribed evaluation. Hyatt (2011) 
suggests that policy-creators make deliberate language choices in order to evoke 
a positive image of, and favourable reaction to, the changes described in the text. 
In addition, Wood (2019:780) argues that government policies and government 
funded research adopt a ‘‘circular discourse’ whereby policy-led evidence is 
derived from related policy frameworks and approved research and is used 
uncritically to reinforce the (....) narrative’. She suggests this can act as a powerful 
force shaping or influencing practitioners’ beliefs and/or practice (Wood, 2019). 
This view is acknowledged by Taylor et al. (2016) who state that policy-makers 
have explicitly attempted to direct EYs practitioners to use and adopt specific 
pedagogical practices in the FP (WG, 2015b) curriculum text, based on their views 
about how young children learn best. The strategy of outlining national strategic 
aims and endorsing certain pedagogical approaches to achieve them is a feature 
echoed across several WG educational policy documents (WG, 2015b; WG, 2015b; 
WG, 2019).  
Wood and Hedges (2016:388) argue that in contemporary ECE policy frameworks, 
key concepts from the disciplines of developmental and educational psychology 
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have been carefully ‘selected’ by policy-writers in their construction of the text, to 
the exclusion of alternative ideas and practices. Nevertheless, a careful 
examination of what is included (and excluded) in policy-texts affords an 
opportunity to surface ‘the values and assumptions underlying their political 
ideology’ (Wallace and Poulson, 2002:6) and thus, an opportunity to assess the 
validity of claims made. In this chapter, critical discourse analysis (CDA) and 
critical policy analysis (CPA) (Fairclough, 2013, Hyatt, 2013) are adopted as 
examination tools to critically review the FP (WG, 2015b) and where applicable, 
documents related to MAT education in Wales. 
Chapter outline 
This chapter is divided into nine sections. The first four sections are dedicated to 
critically reviewing the FP (WG, 2015b). Section one provides an overview of the 
tools CDP and CPA which are used to frame the analysis of the FP (sections two-
four), and where applicable, MAT education (sections five to nine). The key points 
made are summarised at the close of the chapter.  
I begin with a description of the tools used to critique policy texts in this chapter. 
1.1. Critical discourse analysis (CDA) and critical policy analysis (CPA) 
Fairclough (2013: 178-179) describes CDA as ‘a theory of and methodology for 
analysis of discourse’; discourse includes a study of language and how aspects of 
the world associated with a particular social perspective are construed. These 
aspects are what Ball (2015:307) terms ‘policy as text’. Fairclough (1989 cited in 
Hyatt, 2013:840) states that language can be used as a control agent, conditioning 
people into accepting practices that might not necessarily be in their best 
interests or which do not match their ideological values. Discourse which is 
operationalised or put into practice (Fairclough, 2013) is described by Ball 
(2015:307) as ‘policy as discourse’. Fairclough (2013:180) states that 
operationalising policy is  
a dialectical process with three aspects: they may be enacted as new ways 
of (inter)acting, they may be inculcated as new ways of being (identities) 
and they may be physically materialized, e.g. as new ways of organising 
space. 
An acknowledgement of the dynamic, fluid and interpretative nature of policy is 
identified elsewhere (Ball, 2015; Hyatt, 2013; Wood, 2019). CPA employs a 
strategy of identifying how and why a problem is articulated in policy in the way 
that it is (Fairclough, 2013) and it also involves critically assessing the solutions 
proposed (Hyatt, 2013). To structure an analysis of the FP (WG, 2015b) policy text, 
I adopt the CPA approach suggested by Hyatt (2013). This involves two stages: 
first constructing the policy and then deconstructing it. The former relates to 
identifying the intended aims of a policy (the levers) and how these aims are 
justified (the warrant). This is the focus of section 1.2. The second stage -
deconstruction - involves using tools, such as CDA, to consider how language 
functions in an authoritative manner, attempting to control, or at the very least 
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influence, the ideas and/or behaviour of policy-actors (Hyatt, 2013:837-839). This 
is the focus of section 1.3. Burman (2016:302-303) defines deconstruction as a 
‘mode of analysis’ that ‘invites scrutiny of the limits and presuppositions that have 
guided research’ which involves critiquing assumptions and claims made. This 
approach is implemented in section 1.4. The claims made in the FP text (WG, 
2015b) are critically evaluated by identifying supporting and/or conflicting 
evidence from the academic literature. This is termed ‘the evidentiary warrant’ by 
Cochran-Smith and Fries (2001 cited in Hyatt, 2013). CPA and CDA are drawn 
upon, where applicable, in the sections related to MAT education. Spaces of 
tension that exist between theory, policy and practice are also surfaced.  
1.2. Construction of the FP text: core aims and the means of achieving them 
1.2.1. Aims  
I begin by outlining two major aims of the FP (WG, 2015b) curriculum: to ensure 
social justice and to improve children’s standards. Here, I consider the types of 
warrant (justifications) policy-makers adopt in order to legitimise their claims and 
then outline how those aims are intended to be fulfilled.  
1.2.1.1. Ensure social justice 
A key strategic aim of the WG is a commitment to reducing inequalities (Power 
2016, Taylor et al. 2015b), particularly for pupils from disadvantaged socio-
economic status (SES) backgrounds. A specific aim of the FP (WG, 2015b:2) is to 
ensure ‘that children are not disadvantaged by poverty’: a narrative which is 
reinforced across other contemporaneous WG curriculum documents (e.g. WG, 
2015a, WG, 2018). This is perhaps unsurprising since one in four children live in 
poverty in Wales (Wyn Siencyn and Thomas, 2007). The curriculum is intended to 
address the aims specified in the WGs national framework for children and young 
people (derived from UNCRC - The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child) (WG, 2015b:2). Burman (2016:299) suggests that an emphasis on children’s 
rights, rather than their ‘needs’ (as foregrounded in developmental psychology - 
discussed later), is empowering for children since it recognises and promotes their 
agency within the social world. Other aims include that children should: 
• feel respected, listened to, safe;  
• feel their racial and cultural identity is recognised and valued; 
• have access to educational and training opportunities and activities 
(including play, leisure, sports and culture);  
• have ‘a flying start in life and the best possible basis for their future 
growth and development’. (WG, 2015b:2). 
In the examples provided, the WG justifies policy change by adopting what 
Cochran-Smith and Fries (2001 cited in Hyatt, 2013:839) term ‘the political 
warrant’. Features of this type of warrant include the use of positive language, 
reference to concepts such as social justice, social cohesion and/or inclusion and 
evoking change based on the public / national interest. The use of moral overtures 
is also evident in the curriculum, which Fairclough (2003 cited in Hyatt, 2013) 
identifies as a mode of legitimation. Hyatt (2013:840) defines legitimation as ‘the 
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process by which policies are justified to their audience by attachment to 
dominant norms and values, and so are closely linked with (..) modes of warrant’. 
Examples in the FP (WG, 2015b) text include drawing upon emotive issues, such 
as injustice, and proposing solutions to ‘improve children’s lives’. Arguably, the 
solutions proposed are more likely to be accepted since they’re couched in 
language which professes to be in ‘children’s best interests’. 
1.2.1.2. Improve standards  
Another dominant discourse in Welsh curriculum documentation is centred 
around ‘raising standards’ and ‘improving learning’ (WG, 2015b; WG, 2015a; WG, 
2019). Cochran-Smith and Fries (2001 cited in Hyatt, 2013) describe the focus on 
outcomes and standards as ‘the accountability warrant’. Features of this warrant 
include the use of policy initiatives claiming to improve standards and/or 
discussions citing the negative outcomes if an alternative policy approach is taken 
(Hyatt, 2013:839). Welsh researchers employ both types of warrant features in 
their writing, as evidenced below. In contrast, the FP (WG, 2015b) only adopts 
positive language, focusing on the suitability of the curriculum design and 
pedagogical approach as a means of improving children’s learning (discussed in 
section 1.3). As outlined in the Introduction, Estyn (2011) and Siraj (2014) in their 
reviews of MAT education and the FP respectively, commented on pupil standards 
and the quality of learning observed, thus indicating that these were key areas the 
WG was keen for them to investigate and critically comment upon. 
Several Welsh authors have characterised the former KS1 curriculum as a 
contributing factor to the poor educational standards obtained by many children. 
Wainwright et al. (2016: 517, citing ACCAC 2001) suggested that the formal KS1 
approach had a detrimental impact on children from the poorest backgrounds 
who were ‘left behind more speedily’ than their wealthier peers. They also 
identified that their attainment continued to widen over the course of their 
schooling years, ultimately hindering their future educational aspirations and life 
chances. Wainwright et al. (2016), Taylor et al. (2015b) and Wyn Siencyn and 
Thomas (2007) commented that pupils’ well-being and attitudes to learning were 
also negatively impacted by the abrupt change in the approach to teaching and 
learning between reception class and Year 1. Concerns about the impact of 
transition between these groups has been identified in other UK research (e.g. 
Fisher, 2009). The presentation of formal, sedentary activities in KS1 impacting 
negatively upon pupils’ attitudes towards learning, their motivation, self-esteem 
and attainment results (Wainwright et al., 2016, Taylor et al., 2015b) employ a 
technique of mythopoesis, where cautionary tales present the outcome(s) (in this 
particular instance, the negative outcomes) of following a particular course of 
action (Hyatt, 2013). This technique is used to legitimise the adoption of an 
alternative approach – namely, those foregrounded in the FP (WG, 2015b) 
curriculum.  
The WG (2015a: 2, 23-24) is explicit in acknowledging that monitoring standards 
will be achieved by using a ‘constructive and robust accountability system’. Hyatt 
(2013: 838) identifies monitoring tools, such as target-setting and inspection, as 
mechanisms the state employs in its attempt to steer and coerce stakeholders 
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into implementing educational policy at ‘arm’s length’. Oates (2010 cited in Wood 
and Hedges, 2016) defines them more strongly as control features. Perhaps the 
use of techniques such as the adoption of moral overtures in written policy is an 
attempt by policy-makers to make the inclusion of surveillance tools more 
palatable and acceptable to practitioners and parents.  
The focus on ‘standards’, ‘improvement’ and ‘accountability’ is attributed by Rees 
and Taylor (2015 cited in Taylor et al., 2016: 301) to the WG’s greater emphasis on 
the performance management of schools. These features parallel those in English 
educational policy, a consequence Rogers and Lapping (2012) attribute to the 
market-driven ideology introduced by the Labour government in the 1990s. The 
transference of neoliberal economic discourse into the educational field, both 
nationally and internationally, is described by Fairclough (2013: 180) as 
‘recontextualised discourse’. One of the impacts of the transference of economic 
and management systems into the field of education has been to create what Ball 
(2000) terms a culture of performativity - resulting in an increasing emphasis on 
the importance of ‘measuring’ - measuring teaching, leadership and pupils’ 
progress and attainment against standardised, externally-produced criteria. 
Power (2016: 285-286) suggests that the WG has sought to distance itself from 
English neoliberal politics by emphasising ‘participation and cooperation, rather 
than competition, and greater equality of outcome, rather than a greater equality 
of opportunity’. Despite the encouragement of school partnership work (WG, 
2015a, WG, 2019), external accountability mandates are, nevertheless, clearly 
centralised in WG literature. This may exert pressure on practitioners to operate 
in accordance with policy-approved practices or focus their efforts towards areas 
which are given priority status, such as improving literacy rates. 
1.2.2. Meeting the Aims 
Taylor et al. (2016 citing NaFW, 2003) note that the FP was created to ensure that 
children’s developmental needs were adequately addressed, that children 
developed positive attitudes towards learning and that their standard of 
achievement increased. The WG has sought to address these aims in two ways: by 
introducing a new curriculum and investing in infrastructure and staff training.  
1.2.2.1. The FP curriculum 
Wainwright et al. (2016) comment that Welsh policy-makers borrowed features 
from ‘effective’ international ECEC programs such as Reggio Emilia, Te Whãriki 
and the Scandinavian approach, although Taylor et al. (2016:301) suggest that 
Wales has ‘deviated from these models’, attempting to ‘bridge a child-centred 
approach to education within a standards-driven education system’ (Taylor et al., 
2015b: 301). The Foundation Phase Action Plan (WG, 2016b: 4), a plan aimed at 
preparing FP staff for the new curriculum, confidently asserts that the FP 
curriculum is based on ‘effective practices’ identified in international Early 
Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) research and that the provision offered to 
pupils in the FP will reduce inequalities linked to parents’ background and SES. 
The inclusion of the definitive verbs ‘is’ and ‘will’ operate as ‘truths’ and suggest 
an uncomplicated input-output model, without due consideration of wider 
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contextual factors and how they may impact upon results (Hyatt, 2011, Burman, 
2016). The features of the FP (WG, 2015b) are surfaced in section 1.3. and 
critiqued in section 1.4.  
1.2.2.2. Funding and staff training 
The WG invested significant capital, raising the national primary school budget by 
11% (Taylor et al., 2016). Funding has enabled investments to be made to 
infrastructure, including the development of outdoor learning environments, like 
‘forest schools’ or gardens, and the purchase of indoor and outdoor resources, 
such as climbing equipment, toys, manipulatives and role-play materials to 
support a ‘learning through play’ approach (Wainwright et al. 2016). In addition, 
extra funding has enabled the employment of an additional adult - a qualified 
teaching assistant (TA) - for each Year 1 and 2 class, decreasing the adult: child 
ratio from 1:30 to 1:15 (Taylor et al., 2016). The emphasis on ‘qualified’ staff is 
likely based on the body of research which has found that ‘staff qualifications 
show a stronger relationship to quality of provision than ratios’ (Siraj-Blatchford 
et al. 2006:10 cited in Wyn Siencyn and Thomas, 2007:150). This point is 
concurred by The Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development 
(OECD, 2012). To support practitioners’ understanding of the FP (WG, 2015b), 
workshops delivered by EYs specialists from the Local Authorities (LAs), on-site 
school support from EYs advisors, and online training resources, such as the core 
eight training modules for the FP (Taylor et al., 2016) have been provided. Welsh 
universities offering initial teacher training (ITT) courses have also updated their 
courses to prepare the workforce. Hyatt (2013) suggests that funding and training 
operate as steering tools the state employs to ensure fulfilment of its strategic 
policy aims.  
Having now identified the aims behind the WG’s FP (WG, 2015b) curriculum, the 
strategies adopted to fulfil them, and some of the mechanisms the state employs 
to ensure policy-actors’ complicity, such as written documentation, training, 
funding and inspection (Hyatt, 2013, Wood 2019), I next turn to surfacing the 
concepts and ideas that are foregrounded in the curriculum and how they relate 
to the practices recommended. A critique of the concepts and recommended 
practices is undertaken section 1.4. 
1.3.  Deconstructing the FP: which ideas and practices are foregrounded? 
The conceptualisation of ‘play’ in the FP (WG, 2015b) is informed by a particular 
understanding of developmental theory. This interpretation informs the type of 
guidance provided to teachers about what their role entails. The FP (WG, 2015b) 
centralises four key messages: 
1. Focus should be placed on ‘the developing child’ (WG, 2015b:4) 
2. ‘Practitioner involvement is of ‘vital’ importance’ (WG, 2015b:4) 
3. Play is a medium for learning (WG, 2015b:3) 
4. ‘Positive partnerships with the home are fostered’ (WG, 2015b:3) 
In the four sub-sections which follow, I consider how policy-makers use language 
to justify these four messages and the ideas and/or practices they evoke.   
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1.3.1. The developing child  
The word ‘development’ appears one hundred and fifteen times and ‘developing’ 
appears thirty-two times throughout the sixty-five-page FP (WG, 2015b) 
document. The frequency with which this terminology is employed indicates its 
central position within the text. ‘Development’ is used in the description of the 
curriculum content and skills outlined in the AOLs (see Table i in the Introduction), 
is associated with the concept of learning, and is linked with, and to, certain 
pedagogical strategies (outlined in section 1.3.3.). 
Several assertions are identified in the FP (WG, 2015b) text.  An authoritative tone 
is adopted in the claim made that the FP ‘encompasses the developmental needs 
of children’ (WG, 2015b:1). Next, the curriculum is described as a ‘progressive 
framework’ designed ‘to meet the diverse needs of children, including those who 
are at an earlier stage of development and those who are more able’7 (WG, 
2015b:3). The use of presuppositional language adopted here, presents the 
statements as though they are factual and, therefore, unchallengeable (Hyatt, 
2013: 842) – in other words, the curriculum does meet the needs of all pupils.   
The FP (WG, 2015b) employs a technique of intertextuality, or the recognisable 
borrowing from other texts, to reinforce the argument of the writer (Hyatt, 2013: 
841).  This is most noticeable in transferences from Piaget’s maturational stages 
of development, which has been a dominant narrative in ECE over the last century 
(Fleer, 2005; Wood and Hedges, 2016; Edwards, 2005a and 2005b). Two types of 
warrant are linked to this theory of development: the evidentiary warrant, where 
an implicit reference to an authority figure is used to establish credibility in the 
arguments put forward and ‘the accountability warrant’ which focuses on 
improving pupil outcomes (Fairclough, 2003 cited in Hyatt, 2013: 839). Challenges 
to Piaget’s theory and the ways in which policy-makers have recontextualised 
aspects of this theory in contemporary ECE are discussed in section 1.4.  
The FP, evidently mindful of critiques against Piaget’s developmental theory of 
associating age/stages too closely (Fleer, 2003a; 2005; Anning, Cullen and Fleer, 
2008; Burman, 2016), states that development should not be associated with age-
related outcomes, but to a child’s stage of learning. Two examples illustrate this 
point: children ‘should move on to the next stages of their learning when they are 
developmentally ready and at their own pace’ (WG, 2015b: 3) and children 
‘acquire and develop skills at different rates and must be allowed to develop at 
their own unique, individual pace’ (WG, 2015b:4). However, there are 
contradictions in the text - a common feature of policy texts identified by Codd 
(1988). For example, it says ‘children as young as 36 months are very much at the 
early stages of their development’ (WG, 2015b:4), thereby associating ages with 
stages. This slip is also evidenced in the discussion about materials, which should 
be ‘used in ways suitable for the children’s age, (my emphasis) experience, 
understanding and prior achievement to engage them in the learning process’ 
(WG, 2015b:4). Practitioners are instructed to deliver the AOLs in ‘ways 
appropriate to children’s developing maturities and abilities’ (WG, 2015b:4) which 
 
7 Advice given to support MAT learners in the FP curriculum is presented in section 1.9. 
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suggests a linear, unfolding view of development, characteristic of Piaget’s 
developmental, biological model (Edwards, 2005a, Fleer, 2003a).  
There is a clear focus on developing the individual in the FP. The curriculum’s aims 
include ensuring that children ‘learn about themselves’; develop a ‘personal sense 
of identity’; become ‘confident, competent and independent thinkers and 
learners’ who understand ‘their own potential and capabilities’; develop a strong 
sense of ‘self-identity’ (WG, 2015b:5, 9); and who develop the ’skills they need to 
become confident learners’ at their own ‘individual pace’ (WG, 2015b:4). In 
addition to promoting cognitive development, developing children’s self-esteem, 
well-being, personal beliefs, moral values and emotional development are also 
foregrounded. These aspects are positioned as being necessary to ensure that 
children develop the motivation and commitment to ‘learn’ (WG, 2015b:9). This 
aim implicitly links with the accountability warrant outlined in section 1.2.1., 
where learning is associated with progress made against curriculum outcomes. 
There is also a societal and environmental dimension to the curriculum. Children 
are expected to develop a growing knowledge base about the physical 
environment and how they might care of it; learn about the different cultures, 
traditions, beliefs and languages of multicultural Wales and how this diversity 
adds value (WG, 2019b:9); and learn about ‘their relationships with other children 
and adults both within and beyond the family’ (WG, 2015b:9). This rhetoric aligns 
closely with the construction of a ‘good society’ (Inglis, 2004 cited in Hyatt, 2013). 
Thus, ‘the political warrant’ is used to justify policy change on account that it will 
improve society (Fairclough 2003 cited Hyatt, 2013: 839) by supporting social 
cohesion and ensuring that all children become productive, contributing members 
and ‘global citizens’ (WG, 2015b:5). Burman (2016) notes that such features are 
commonly found within child-centred discourse.  
Next, I discuss the second key idea involving practitioners’ roles.  
1.3.2. Practitioner involvement is of vital importance  
Guidance for practitioners’ involvement in the FP (WG, 2015b:1-9) can be 
categorised into three key areas: their knowledge and understanding, planning 
and assessment, and interactions. Evidence from the text pertaining to each of 
































Practitioners should:  
1. understand how children develop (p.4) 
2. build upon children’s prior learning experiences by knowing their maturity 
levels, abilities, interests and their ‘preferred means of communication to 
access the curriculum’ (pgs.3-5). 

















Practitioners should plan: 
1. ‘an appropriate curriculum that takes account of children’s developmental 
needs and the skills that they need to grow to become confident learners’ 
(p.4). 
2. ‘a well-planned curriculum’ which ‘gives children opportunities to be 
creatively involved in their own learning, which must build on what they 
already know and can do, their interests and what they understand’ (p. 4). 
3. to be ‘flexible to allow practitioners working with children opportunities to 
plan’ (p.4). 
4. ‘a broad, balanced and differentiated curriculum’ (p.4) 
5. for all Areas of Learning (AOLs) ‘to complement each other and work 
together to provide a cross-curricular approach to form a practical 
relevant curriculum and to provide a suitable and integrated approach for 
young children’s learning’ (p.8). 
6. ‘to ensure that children’s skills are developed across all AOLs through 
participation in experiential learning activities indoors and outdoors’ (p.8)  
7. to ensure that the AOL Personal and Social Development, Well-being and 
Cultural Diversity (PSDWCD) is ‘at the heart of the curriculum’ (WG, 
2019:8).  
8. to ‘ensure that children are able to fully use their preferred means of 
communication to access the curriculum’ (p.5).  
9. to ensure that children ‘experience challenges that extend their learning’ 
(p.9). 
10. to ensure that there is ‘a balance between structured learning through 










1. ‘involvement in children’s learning is of vital importance particularly when 
interactions involve open questioning, shared and sustained thinking’ 
(p.4). 
2. should establish a positive socio-relational environment by: establishing 
warm relationships with pupils; inspiring their ‘potential for learning’; and 
promoting opportunities for them to develop their relationships with 
others (pgs.3-4).  
3. should ‘offer children choices, challenge children with care and sensitivity, 
encourage them and move their learning along’ (p.4). 
4. can ‘teach’ since ‘each Area of Learning (in) the statutory education 
programme establishes what children should be taught’ (p.1). 
5. should provide opportunities ‘to extend (children’s) learning’ and ‘children 
should experience a variety of learning and teaching styles’ (p.5).  
 
In the sections of the table related to practitioner ‘knowledge and understanding’ 
and ‘planning and assessment’, there is explicit reference to ‘developmental 
needs’, ‘interests’, ‘choices’ and active ‘discovery’ (WG, 2015b: 4,8). The inclusion 
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of these features indicates that policy-makers were influenced by child 
development theory (Burman, 2016). In order to plan an ‘appropriate curriculum’, 
practitioners’ responsiveness to children’s ‘needs’, ‘interests’, ‘abilities’ and 
‘communication preferences’ (WG, 2015b:3-5) is highlighted, although excluded 
from the text are types of tools that might be used to make such judgements.  To 
fulfil the aforementioned points, effective strategies cited include providing 
‘choice’ and ensuring that learning is ‘structured’ and ‘active’ (WG, 2015b:4). 
Planning is clearly centralised, receiving double the amount of guidance compared 
to ‘interactions’. Guidance promoting practitioners’ active involvement - through 
teaching, questioning and extending children’s learning (WG, 2015b:4-5) – align 
with Vygotsky’s (Allen and Gordon, 2011) recommendations - although he is not 
the only researcher to recommend such practices, many contemporary play 
researchers do too, such as Fleer (2011) and Siraj (2014). ‘The evidentiary 
warrant’ is noticeable here – where implicit references to (an) authority figure(s) 
and their recommended strategies are made, to establish credibility in the 
suggestions put forward (Fairclough, 2003 cited in Hyatt, 2013: 839). The type of 
language employed in discussing practitioners’ roles adopts that of rationalisation: 
whereby, certain actions are valued on account of their perceived positive effects 
(Fairclough, 2003 cited in Hyatt, 2013:840). This is evidenced most clearly by the 
following excerpt ‘through appropriate planning and structured experiences in the 
AOL children should grow, develop and progress in their development’ (WG, 
2015b:4).  
Next, I discuss ‘play’ and the pedagogical features endorsed in the FP.  
1.3.3. Play is a medium for learning 
Only two paragraphs are dedicated to explaining ‘play’ from the policy-makers’ 
perspective. The language used reveals their understanding of the concept and 
identifies its intended benefits.  
Children learn through first-hand experiential activities with the serious 
business of ‘play’ providing the vehicle. Through their play, children 
practise and consolidate their learning, play with ideas, experiment, take 
risks, solve problems, and make decisions individually, in small and in 
large groups. First-hand experiences allow children to develop an 
understanding of themselves and the world in which they live (WG, 
2015b: 3). 
For children, play can be (and often is) a very serious business. It needs 
concentrated attention. It is about children learning through 
perseverance, attention to detail, and concentration – characteristics 
usually associated with work. Play is not only crucial to the way children 
become self-aware and the way in which they learn the rules of social 
behaviour; it is also fundamental to intellectual development (WG, 2015b: 
4). 
The FP (WG, 2015b) promotes a version of educational play or eduplay (Fesseha 
and Pyle, 2016, Wood and Hedges, 2016). Play is defined as a ‘serious business’ 
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twice and is also associated with the characteristics of ‘work’. Practitioners are 
instructed that ‘as children learn new skills, they should be given opportunities to 
practise them in different situations, to reflect on and evaluate their work’ (WG, 
2015b:4). Rationalisation discourse (Fairclough, 2003 cited in Hyatt, 2013:840) is 
employed by the writers in their description of play, where play’s ‘usefulness’ is 
couched in terms of developing skills (e.g. experimenting) and developing traits 
(e.g. perseverance) linked to learning. Indeed, on the previous page where the 
extended quotes are provided, ‘learn/learning’ is mentioned four times (WG, 
2015b:3-4). Emphasis on the purposeful nature of play is evident when it says that 
both child-initiated and practitioner-directed activities ought to involve 
‘structured learning’ and children should be supported to use their imagination ‘in 
a purposeful way’ (WG, 2015b:4). How ‘purposeful’ is conceptualised, how it 
might be recognised, or even developed is not addressed, however. The type of 
play foregrounded in the FP curriculum is given an inscribed evaluation (Hyatt, 
2011:841), or overt judgement, by policy-makers when it states that play is 
‘crucial’ for developing self-awareness and social behaviour and is ‘fundamental’ 
for developing intellect (WG, 2015b:4). Piaget and Vygotsky endorsed play for its 
role in developing children’s intellectual and social abilities (Allen and Gordon, 
2011). The extent to which there is support in the academic literature for this 
conceptualisation of play and its benefits is undertaken in section 1.4. 
The style of play described in the FP is ‘experiential play’ (WG, 2015b:4) which is 
closely linked to ‘experiential activities’ (WG, 2015b:3). A core feature of 
experiential play includes the use of ‘first-hand’, ‘active’ strategies (WG, 2015b:3-
4). A clear shift in tone is evident in the text when describing the features of 
‘effective learning’. Instead of focusing on standards, ‘encouraging creativity, 
imagination and fun’ (WG, 2015b:1) is mentioned and this is reinforced later when 
it states that all learning environments should be ‘fun, exciting, stimulating and 
safe’ (WG, 2015b:4). This shift suggests the inclusion of another ‘voice’ in the text, 
whose purpose for play somewhat differs to ‘voice’ emphasising attainment 
results. These features are intended to ‘promote children’s development’, their 
‘natural curiosity to explore’ and their ‘independence’ (WG, 2015b:4) – concepts 
associated with the ‘developing child’ of child-centred discourse (Burman, 2016). 
1.3.3.1 Other pedagogical features in the FP  
In sections 1.3.2. I outlined practitioners’ roles and in section 1.3.3. I defined ‘play’ 
according to the description provided in the FP (WG, 2015b). Wainwright et al. 
(2016) and Taylor et al. (2016) also undertook the same task, although the latter 
authors included a more comprehensive inclusion of (non-publicly available) FP 
guidance materials, such as the eight training modules aimed at preparing 
practitioners for the implementation of the FP. Taylor et al. (2016:304-305) 
identified twelve pedagogical ‘elements’ and Wainwright et al. (2016:519) 
identified four pedagogical ‘features’. The ‘elements’ appear to be a subset of the 
‘features’, as I have attempted to illustrate in Table 1.3.3.1.  
Wainwright et al.’s (2016) features are clearly identifiable in the FP text, but some 
‘elements’ identified by Taylor et al. (2016) are absent. These include elements 2 
and 7, which provide direction on how the learning environment should be set-up 
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and guidance on assessment methods (element 11). The three types of provision 
(element 2) outlined in the table are informed by descriptions of Taylor et al. 
(2016) and Wainwright et al. (2016). This information is necessary to include 
because it evidences directives given to practitioners on how to enact the 
curriculum, which are excluded from the FP (WG, 2015b) text itself.  
Table 1.3.3.1. FP pedagogical features/elements 
Taylor et al.’s (2016) 
pedagogical ‘elements’ 
Taylor et al.’s (2016: 304-305) descriptions  
of pedagogical elements 
Wainwright et al.’s (2016)  
pedagogical features 
1 Participation: Children should be given the opportunity to 
initiate and direct their own learning activities. 
Child-initiated learning 






Continuous provision should form the bedrock 
of the FP pedagogy. Indoor and outdoor 
learning environments should provide an array 
of different learning activities that are 
constantly available to pupils. 
• Play-based active learning 
• Child-initiated learning  
• Use of the outdoors for learning 
Enhanced provision is the introduction or 
supplementation of specific resources or 
activities which move learning forward. It should 
be linked to a specific topic or theme. It should 
be available within continuous provision areas.  
• Play-based active learning 
• Child-initiated learning  
• Use of the outdoors for learning 
Focused provision is the more traditional adult-
led / taught session. This may be with the whole 
class or a small group of children. It is important 
but should be used less frequently than 
continuous and enhanced provision.  
Focused adult-led sessions 
 
3 First-hand: Children should be given the opportunity to 
learn from first-hand (direct) experiences. 
• Play-based active learning 
• Child-initiated learning  
• Use of the outdoors for learning 
4 Practical: Children should be given the opportunity to 
learn from practical (hands-on) experiences. 
• Play-based active learning 
• Child-initiated learning  
• Use of the outdoors for learning 
5 Explorative: Children should be given the opportunity to 
learn from explorative experiences. 
• Play-based active learning 
• Child-initiated learning  
• Use of the outdoors for learning 
6 Active:  
 
Children should be given the opportunity to 
learn through physically active experiences. 
• Play-based active learning 
• Child-initiated learning  
• Use of the outdoors for learning 
7 Learning zones:  The FP learning environment should offer a 
variety of different learning areas with activities 
for children to engage in. 
• Play-based active learning 
• Child-initiated learning  
• Use of the outdoors for learning 
8 Using the 
outdoors: 
Learning should take place indoors and 
outdoors. 
• Use of the outdoors for learning 
• Play-based active learning 
• Child-initiated learning  
9 Thinking skills: Adults should extend children’s thinking by 
asking open questions and engaging children in 
sustained thinking / interactions / discussions. 
Focused adult-led sessions* 
10 Reflection: Adults should encourage children to think about 
and reflect on their learning experiences. 
Focused adult-led sessions* 
11 Observing 
Progress: 
Adults should monitor children’s progress 
predominantly through observations. 
Focused adult-led sessions* 
 
12 Individual needs: All children should be challenged and supported 
appropriately, depending on their stage (not 
age) of learning. 
Focused adult-led sessions* 
 
* ‘focused adult-led involvement’ may be a more suitable phrase, as discussed in section 1.4.2.3.3. 
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The fourth major idea promoted in the curriculum is outlined next. 
1.3.4. Positive partnerships with the home are fostered 
Parents/carers are recognised as ‘the children’s first educators’ (WG, 2015b: 3). 
How practitioners might foster positive partnerships with the home is not 
explicitly stated, although the key knowledge they might gain from them is. 
Practitioners are instructed to recognise and consider the ‘experiences that 
children have had before entering the setting’ (WG, 2015b:4) and to be aware of 
their home language (WG, 2015b:5) and ethnic and cultural identities so that they 
can be developed in the setting (WG, 2015b:5). This would necessarily involve 
some form of communication with parents/carers. These statements are included 
under the headings ‘entitlement for all children’ and ‘inclusion’ - language 
features associated with ‘the political warrant’, which emphasises adopting 
certain practices in order to benefit the individual as well as the wider society 
(Cochran-Smith and Fries, 2001 cited in Hyatt, 2013). The importance of 
developing strong relationships with the home is central to EYs writers who have 
a sociocultural orientation and it is also promoted in the EYs gifted literature.  
Suggestions made in this corpus of academic literature go further than the FP 
(WG, 2015b) curriculum, as discussed later in this chapter.  
1.3.5. Summary of the section 
The FP (WG, 2015b) thus employs several language techniques, including modes 
of legitimation (Fairclough, 2003 cited in Hyatt, 2013), intertextuality, evaluation, 
presupposition and warrant (Hyatt, 2013:839-842). These are used to justify its 
aims, to justify its construction of the child as an ‘developing’, ‘independent’, and 
‘autonomous’ and to justify its advocation for adopting certain pedagogical 
strategies. Whilst there is some support in the academic literature for the ideas 
and practices foregrounded in the FP outlined in this section, policy-makers have 
also been selective in their borrowing of theories (Wood, 2019) and ‘evidence-led’ 
research (WG, 2015a). This is explored in the next section. 
1.4.  Deconstructing the FP: evidence to support and refute ideas foregrounded  
1.4.1. The developing child 
The widespread acceptance of developmental psychology, particularly in 
European and Anglophile contexts over the last century, is well documented 
(Anning, Cullen and Fleer, 2008; Fleer 2005; Wood and Hedges, 2016; Fesseha and 
Pyle, 2016). It has formed the bedrock of practitioners’ understanding about 
children’s development in a variety of fields including education, psychology and 
medicine (Edwards, 2005b, Fleer, 2005) and remains a dominant theoretical 
informant today (Burman, 2016). Developmental psychology theorises that 
children develop sequentially and achieve key milestones around similar periods 
and that certain practices, such as self-discovery and play, lead and promote 
development. As outlined in the Introduction, Piaget and Vygotsky shared the 
view that children’s participation in play developed their cognitive, social and 
affective abilities (Allen and Gordon, 2011), however, they did not frame 
development in terms of standardised curriculum outcomes, as is common in 
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contemporary ECE policy. Four key ideas related to the ‘developing child’ are 
discussed henceforth.  
1.4.1.2. Contemporary policy articulations of developmental theory 
Developmental theory has been interpreted and used in different ways across 
varying educational contexts. For example, over the last twenty years, countries 
such as Canada (Fesseha and Pyle, 2016), the USA (Doyle et al, 2009), the UK 
(Taylor et al., 2016, Rogers and Lapping, 2012) and Australia (Dockett and Perry, 
2013, Fleer, 2011) have ‘reframed’ developmental indictors into ‘measurable’ 
curriculum goals to support children’s school readiness (Wood and Hedges, 2016) 
and success in ‘life/work’ (Burman, 2016). This is evident in the FP (WG, 2015b), as 
discussed in section 1.2.2. Taylor et al. (2015b) and Aasen and Waters (2006) note 
that whilst ‘raising standards’ is a WG strategic aim, the emphasis in the FP is 
upon ‘laying foundations’; thus, evidence of raised standards may not be evident 
in the short term (that is by the end of the FP, when pupils are seven) but should 
be demonstrable in later childhood and certainly by the teen years. Nonetheless, 
FP practitioners may still feel the pressure to ensure that children achieve the 
expected FPO level 5 by the end of Year 2 (WG, 2015b) since ‘raising standards’ is 
a WG priority and accountability measures are utilised to ensure targets are 
achieved (WG, 2015b; WG, 2016a; WG, 2019). In contrast, there has been no 
absorption of developmental milestones into curriculum targets/outcomes in 
Scandinavia, rather the theory has been used to construct ideas about children’s 
rights, enshrined in ‘the good childhood’ law (Einarsdottir, 2010). 
The framing of developmental indictors into outcomes in places like Wales and 
England is likely the consequence of the state’s desire to have evidence-based 
measures which can be used to evaluate the extent to which its investments in 
ECE have been successful (Wood and Hedges, 2016). State intervention into ECE 
has been endorsed based on the results of longitudinal studies undertaken in the 
USA, such as the High-Scope program (Burger, 2010, Ginicola, Stevenson and 
Zigler, 2013), and The Effective Provision for Pre-School Education (EPPE) project 
in the UK (Sylva et al., 2004). These studies demonstrated that investment in ECE 
intervention projects can have a long-term positive impact on children’s social and 
academic outcomes, whilst also saving the government money in the long-term, 
for example, by not having to fund intervention programs at a later stage of 
education (Burger, 2010). As such, state interest in ECE intervention programs is a 
growing trend (OCED, 2012). Results from ECE intervention projects indicating 
that gains were particularly pronounced for children from lower SES backgrounds 
(Clark and Waller, 2007; Cottle and Alexander, 2011; Dockett and Perry, 2013; 
Faulkner and Coates, 2013; Waldfogel and Washbrook, 2011) likely appealed to 
Welsh policy-makers whose key strategic aim is to reduce inequalities caused by 
poverty (Taylor et al., 2016). Burman (2016) adopts a more critical stance against 
child-centred programs and the discourse it adopts. She suggests it ‘subscribes to 
the notion of compensatory education’ which ‘assumes something is wrong or is 
missing in the (working-class) child’s background’ and which therefore needs 
fixing or socially regulating (Burman, 2016: 269, 271). 
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The use of child development theory to inform the writing of content and skills 
within ECE curricula has been critiqued on numerous fronts. This includes a 
critique of the assumption that learning is observable and ‘measurable’, rather 
than ‘fine-grained’, ‘complex’ and ‘dynamic’ (Wood and Hedges, 2016:393) and a 
misguided notion that domain and subject-specific content in curriculum design 
can be derived in an uncomplicated manner from knowledge based on child 
development theory (Hatch et al., 2012 cited in Wood and Hedges 2016).  
1.4.1.2. Stages/ages and readiness 
In section 1.3.1. I outlined how the FP (WG, 2015b:3) refers to ‘developmental 
readiness’, ‘stages of learning’ and ‘developing maturities’ (WG, 2015b:3-4). The 
text is ambivalent because whilst practitioners are instructed that development 
should be related to stage, not age, on the very same page, such a link is made 
twice (WG, 2015b:4). By linking ‘development’ with ‘age’ there is a possibility that 
practitioners will base their judgements about children, their ‘readiness’ and their 
perceived ‘needs’ against established parameters of development. The concepts 
of readiness and norm-referenced indicators have been widely critiqued on the 
grounds of ethnocentrism, classism and flaws in the model pertaining to claims 
made about children’s capabilities (Burman, 2016; Wood and Hedges, 2016; Fleer, 
2003a, 2005, 2011; Edwards, 2005). 
Readiness is not defined in the FP, but it is usually understood in western 
educational contexts, as a judgement call on whether a child is ‘ready to learn, 
with learning concerned with social and emotional, as well as cognitive, 
development’ (Burman, 2016:263). Burman (2016:264) challenges the uncritical 
acceptance of this concept on two fronts. First, she identifies that there is 
uncertainty in how practitioners ought to recognise children’s readiness, or their 
perceived ‘fundamental needs’. The FP (WG, 2015b) does not provide guidance on 
how practitioners may make such judgements about children’s readiness or 
needs; thus, there is an implicit assumption in the text that the reader knows and 
shares their understanding. Secondly, Burman (2016) suggests that middle class 
children appear ‘more ready’ in terms of their familiarity with the skills needed to 
engage in schooling than working class children. She argues that teachers may 
perpetuate and ‘maintain unequal treatment of children’ and reinforce class 
barriers if they devote more time to the children deemed ‘ready’ than to those 
deemed not ready (Burman, 2016: 264, 270). Burman (2016: 269,282) suggests 
that certain groups, such as working-class children, may be stigmatised by 
‘individual interpretations of what are really socially structured inequalities’; a 
consequence of this might involve offering differential access to opportunity and 
choice to different children. 
In addition to concerns about class, other researchers have questioned the 
concept on cultural grounds. Brown (cited in Wood and Hedges, 2016) suggests 
that existing notions of readiness are incomplete, failing ‘to take into account 
other perspectives, such as those of the family and how they understand the 
term’. This point is conceded by Fleer (2015) who provides an example of how 
‘readiness’ to take care of young children in Polynesian communities (generally 
from age three onwards), contrasts with the perspective held in western 
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communities, who would regard such a practice as inappropriate based on their 
understanding that children of this age are too immature to take on such a 
responsibility (Fleer, 2015). Where schools, or individual practitioners, privilege 
only one particular view of ‘readiness’, alternative perspectives risk being 
devalued, disregarded or marginalised (Burman, 2016, Fleer, 2015).  
A further challenge levied against the concept of ‘readiness’ is raised by Gross 
(1999). She argues that EYs practitioners who associate stages/ages with an 
understanding of what is, and is not, ‘developmentally appropriate’ (discussed in 
section 1.4.3.), may inadvertently hold more capable pupils back by not exposing 
them to more demanding content, more challenging skills or to alternative styles 
of learning. Edwards (2005b) and Aldwinckle (2001) conclude that reliance on 
norm-referenced developmental scales for assessing individual development can 
underestimate and/or undervalue some children’s prior experiences and 
capabilities. As the research from the last fifty years testifies, there is general 
consensus that Piaget underestimated what children are, or might be, capable of 
achieving at certain stages (Allen and Gordon, 2011). I return to this point in 
Chapter Two. 
The universality of developmental indicators is challenged by Fleer (2003b) and 
Edwards (2005a) who suggest that learning trajectories are shaped less by biology 
and more by what is valued and prioritised within a specific culture. They argue 
that existing tools are limited since they only reflect a western view of 
development. Edwards (2005b) argues that the role culture plays in shaping 
development should, therefore, be given a more prominent consideration than 
what developmental theory affords it. For Gaskins (1999 cited in Fleer, 2005:4) 
development should be understood as the dynamic processes of children engaged 
in daily activities with others rather than the biological development of 
individuals. Gilligan (1982 cited in Burman, 2016:289) further postulates that the 
tools use to ‘measure’ development only reflect masculine development. In an 
example focused on moral decision-making (a common feature of child-centred 
philosophy, and which is also evident in the FP (WG, 2015b:9)), she states that 
decisions based on rules and rights are typically regarded on developmental rating 
scales as more superior to those decisions based on responsibilities, care and 
context. She argues that the former characterises masculine moral decision-
making and the latter feminine – thereby, privileging the perspectives of one half 
of the population over the other (Gilligan, 1982 cited in Burman, 2016).  
The critiques raised in this sub-section thus challenge the perception that 
concepts, such as ‘readiness’ and ‘needs’, and the tools used to make judgements 
about them, are not as neutral, objective and universal as they are frequently 
characterised (Fleer, 2003b; Edwards, 2005a; Aldwinckle, 2001; Burman, 2016).  
‘Taken for granted’ practices are discussed next.  
1.4.1.3. ‘Taken-for-granted’ practices 
The FP (2015b) positions children in two ways which Fleer (2003a: 65) describes as 
‘‘taken-for-granted’ practices that plague our field’. The first is the framing of the 
child using an individualist orientation (Fleer, 2003a:71), where the focus is on 
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developing the individual child (their independence and personal growth) through 
practices such as observing and planning for their next steps (Taylor et al., 2016). 
The second point is related to the first, where the child is ‘centred’ and their 
‘needs’ prioritised (Fleer, 2003a:66). There is ample evidence of these features 
(see section 1.3.1.) throughout the FP (WG, 2015b: 4, 9). Burman (2016: 266) 
identifies that the concept of individualism has both positive and negative hues. 
Whilst the former is associated with self-reliance and self-improvement, the latter 
is associated with self-interest, competition and abdication of personal 
responsibility. The FP (WG, 2015b) only acknowledges the positive features.  
Fleer (2003a) argues that the endorsement of a child-centred approach and a 
focus on individualism represents an ethnocentric, western view of the 
developing child, not a universal, homogeneous one. She references examples of 
cultures who value a social orientation to development and who privilege 
cooperation and interdependence amongst the group (Fleer, 2003a, 2003b, 2005). 
Burman (2016:265-266) cautions that the individualistic approach favoured in 
child-centred models masks patterns of difference based on gender, class and 
culture, leading to practices that may actually isolate children in the teacher’s 
attempts to promote learning based on their individual needs. Fleer (2003a) and 
Aldwinckle (2001) argue that an implication of the emphasis on individualism in 
ECE discourse ‘risks marginalising’ and ‘silencing’ certain groups of children, 
preventing them from fully accessing the curriculum in modes they are familiar 
with from the home environment, whilst ‘privileging’ those who have learnt the 
cultural tools at home that are most valued and reinforced within the 
setting/school. Burman (2016) highlights that adherence to developmental theory 
has the potential to devalue and stigmatise the values, beliefs and practices of 
indigenous cultures and socially disadvantaged groups.  
The centralisation of the individual in the FP (WG, 2015b) and the guidance 
provided for individualised planning (see element 11, Table 1.3.3.) may not, 
therefore, support the development of the diverse groups of children who live in 
‘multicultural’ Wales (WG, 2015b). These arguments challenge the view espoused 
in the curriculum which states that the FP encompasses the ‘developmental needs 
of all children’ (WG, 2015b:1). It also calls into question the claims made that the 
domains of learning (including skills and content) and the recommended 
pedagogical practices are ‘developmentally appropriate’ (WG, 2015b:3). Fleer 
(2003a:72) suggests practitioners could address the aforementioned concerns by 
aiming to have more inclusive practices, including planning ways to support 
children’s independence and interdependence and ensuring observations of 
children include them working independently as well as with their peers. She also 
advocates practitioners working cooperatively with parents in order to learn 
about their values and cultural practices, with the aim that these points might 
better inform their planning and assessment practices (Fleer, 2003a). These points 
are returned to in section 1.4.1.  
1.4.1.4. Affective development, moral development and self-regulation 
Finally, the FP places the AOL ‘Personal and Social Development, Well-being and 
Cultural Diversity’ at the ‘heart of the FP’ (WG, 2015b:8). Numerous references 
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are made to the ‘holistic’ intention of the FP curriculum, with its intention of 
developing children’s ‘confidence’, ‘self-image and feelings of self-worth and self-
esteem’; as such, practitioners are advised to ensure that the ‘child is at the heart 
of any planned curriculum’ (WG, 2015b: 3-4). Aasen and Waters (2006:124) note 
that this AOL is critical because how children feel about themselves has a direct 
link to their sense of self-efficacy. They argue that by focusing on interpersonal 
relationships, friendship and play, children’s love of learning is encouraged, and 
their self-esteem raised. There are tensions between balancing these aims, 
against the accountability aims of meeting standards, as will be discussed in the 
next sub-section; nonetheless, there is literature to support the view that when 
children enjoy an activity or task, it can influence the level of commitment they 
dedicate to it, which in turn, can impact positively upon their affective and 
academic outcomes (Wyn Siencyn and Thomas, 2007; McInnes et al., 2011; Larson 
and Verma, 1999). Larson and Verma’s (1999:711) study with young people across 
different continents, for example, found that pupils who enjoy their learning tend 
to have greater intrinsic motivation and are more likely to show initiative, 
autonomy and task commitment, positively impacting upon their feelings of 
academic competence and the standard of work they produce. Furthermore, the 
focus on cultural diversity and social development in this AOL opens up space for 
practitioners to adopt more inclusive practices to support children’s learning. 
Burman (2016:285) writes that ‘an underlying project of developmental 
psychology has been to produce moral citizens appropriate to the maintenance of 
bourgeois democracy’. The FP (WG, 2015b:9) mentions the importance of 
developing children’s ‘moral values’, although does not explicitly state what these 
are. There is an assumption, therefore, that values are universally shared. 
However, values between the school institution and those from the home may 
not necessarily converge and may even conflict, for example, in cases where the 
school culture promotes individualism and the home culture promotes 
collectivism (Fleer, 2015). Practitioners’ role in developing children’s ability to self-
regulate and make their own choices is also evident in the FP (WG, 2015b:9). 
Burman (2016: 274, 269) suggests that the rhetoric around ‘empowerment’ and 
‘emancipation’ in child-centred discourse masks the true aim of ensuring 
‘obedience’ to existing social norms. She posits that children are more inclined to 
obey rules and adopt particular desired behaviours if they believe it to be the 
result of their own choices, rather than the result of overt discipline (Burman, 
2016:269).  
Whilst the concept of ‘the developing child’ is deeply rooted and accepted across 
many societies, this section has shown that there are limitations with the theory.  
Next, I discuss the practitioner’s role.  
1.4.2. Practitioner involvement is of vital importance 
The FP (WG, 2015b) provides practitioners with guidance under three headings: 
knowledge and understanding, planning and assessment and interactions. Each is 
discussed in turn. 
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1.4.2.1. Knowledge and understanding 
As Table 1.3.2. demonstrates, the knowledge and understanding FP practitioners 
are expected to have is informed by developmental psychology. This theory 
foregrounds children’s ‘needs’, ‘interests’, ‘readiness’ and ‘choices’ and makes 
claims about how children develop over time and which practices support this 
growth, including play. In the last section, I identified that policy-writers have 
assumed that the reader has a shared understanding of what these terms mean 
since they are not defined in the curriculum; furthermore, practitioner guidance 
indicating what they should look for when identifying these areas is omitted. Since 
the assumptions and limitations of developmental psychology and the concepts of 
‘readiness’ and ‘needs’ were addressed at length previously, they are not 
addressed again. Wood (2014) argues that in many EYs settings, paradoxically 
children are typically offered reductive choices since these must align with 
curricula goals. Additionally, she calls practitioners to pay closer attention to the 
complexity of children’s choices, which she notes are steeped in issues of ‘agency 
and power, interests and self-interests’ (Wood, 2014:16). These troublesome 
aspects of choice are omitted in the FP (WG, 2015b) guidance. ‘Interests’ is 
returned to in section 1.4.3.3. 
The next key practitioner role is discussed next.  
1.4.2.2. Planning and assessment  
As shown in Table 1.3.2. most of the guidance provided to FP practitioners 
concerns planning. It is expected to be ‘well-planned’, ‘cross-curricular’, 
‘challenging’, ‘practical/experiential’, ‘creative’, ‘differentiated’ (according to 
children’s interests, ability, maturity levels and communication preferences) and 
‘flexible’ so that practitioners can be responsive to children’s ideas (WG, 2015b:4-
5, 8-9). The importance of planning for supporting children’s learning is 
documented in longitudinal studies like EPPE (Sylva et al., 2004). Guidance for 
how practitioners might strike a balance between being ‘well-planned’ and 
‘flexible’ is not provided in the text, however. ‘Well-planned’ seems to suggest 
detailed forward planning, whilst responsive, spontaneous teaching might better 
lend itself to looser forward planning and more detailed retrospective planning. 
Retrospective planning is advocated by Waller (2007) and Wyn Siencyn and 
Thomas (2007) as a more appropriate method in the EYs because it validates pupil 
voice and lets children have ownership in guiding the direction of their own 
learning. Challenges in implementing an ECE program that combines 
freedom/choices for children, whilst also being structured and addressing 
curricula outcomes, is well documented internationally (e.g. Wood, 2014; Wood 
and Hedges, 2016; Fleer, 2011; Fesseha and Pyle, 2016) and in the Welsh 
literature, discussed in section 1.4.2.3.3. The advocation for active, experiential 
learning is discussed in the next sub-section, whilst differentiation, challenge and 
creativity are addressed in section 1.9. which focuses on MAT strategies. 
Burman (2016) states that a common feature of child-centred pedagogy concerns 
the teacher’s role in planning provision. This feature is identifiable in the FP. 
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Practitioners are expected to ensure that the physical environment is well-
resourced and that the resources are accessible to children (Wainwright et al., 
2016) within the learning zones (Taylor et al., 2016). Fleer (2003a) and Edwards 
(2005a) identify that zoning is a typical feature of traditional KGs. Fleer (2000b, 
2003a) and Aldwinckle (2001) link zoning with the concept of DAP and the 
developmental model that promotes child-centredness. Fleer (2003a) suggests 
that this organisational model represents an ‘artificial world’ with its use of 
miniature sized furniture and resources. She suggests that spaces could be 
reorganised to more closely represent the real world. Drawing upon Reggio Emilia 
KG practices, she advocates for the use of natural materials and a shift from a 
‘child-centred’ environment to a ‘child-embedded’ one, in which children are 
considered valued members of the community but not centralised within it (Fleer, 
2003a:66). As noted in the last section, whilst the orientation of ECE has long 
emphasised the importance of the individual, this focus is not necessarily valued 
by all cultural communities. Despite these critiques, the use of zoning and learning 
centers is common practice; indeed, they are identified as effective EYs practices 
within the ‘Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale’ tool, which has been 
popularly used and/or adapted by researchers, in over twenty countries, including 
the UK, for measuring EYs quality (Harms, Clifford and Cryer, 2015:1).  
 
The FP document (WG, 2015b:4) does not provide guidance for assessing pupils’ 
learning and achievement, although it does make clear that knowledge of 
individual learners’ ‘developmental needs’ is ‘essential’ for planning learning. 
Burman (2016:264) argues that the concept of ‘needs’ is too vague to be helpful 
and she also questions the feasibility for teachers in addressing the individual 
needs of thirty pupils. Taylor et al. (2016) felt that assessment in the FP should be 
primarily observational, with the aim of monitoring individual progress (element 
11, Table 1.3.3.1.). For Fleer (2003b, 2015) this represents a narrow focus for 
assessment, precluding opportunities to learn about how children interact 
interdependently.  She also posits that an exclusive focus on the individual might 
position children as ‘failures if they don’t succeed on their own’ (Fleer, 2003a:76).  
The assumption that ‘progress’ can be easily observed and measured is 
challenged by Wood and Hedges (2016) who argue that learning is not sequential 
and uncomplicated, as is often characterised in curricula and developmental 
trajectories, but far more nuanced and complex. They also argue that 
‘development does not precede learning, rather learning leads development’ 
(Wood and Hedges, 2016:392). A final consideration regarding assessment is 
raised by Rogers and Lapping (2012:252) who suggest that government 
requirements to assess children against curriculum outcomes must ‘significantly 
shape the observation and assessment practices of teachers’, influencing their 
choices on what is deemed important and necessary to observe and record, and 
by implication, what is not. They attribute the emphasis on making judgements 
about children against externally produced criteria, the result of a performative 
agenda (Rogers and Lapping, 2012). The implication of this is that observations 
may not be as well-rounded or complete as they are often characterised. 
 
Wyn Siencyn and Thomas (2007: 150-151) anticipated that FP assessment would 
use formative, ‘documented and narrative assessment’, such as portfolios and the 
dialogue method used in Reggio Emilia schools, rather than checklists and targets. 
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The dialogue method is a strategy which encourages children’s ‘voice’, enabling 
them to explain their thinking and ideas to an adult, so that the adult is better 
able to understand their perspectives and their inner thinking processes, rather 
than relying on their own judgements about the pupil’s work (Wyn Siencyn and 
Thomas, 2007). Portfolios, sometimes called learning journeys, may contain 
examples of pupils’ work and photographs of them engaged in learning, alongside 
teacher descriptions of their learning or direct quotes from the child and/or their 
peers. The extent to which these assessment methods are used to make 
judgements about pupils’ attainment in Years 1-2 is currently not well-researched 
in Welsh literature.  
 
Next, I turn to the last of the roles advocated in the FP: practitioner interactions.  
1.4.2.3. Interactions 
Vygotsky (1978 cited in Shayer, 2003) advocated for a ‘more capable other’ (adult 
or peer) to take an active role in supporting children’s learning. This aligns with 
the active involvement recommended to practitioners in the FP (WG, 2015b:3-5). 
In this sub-section, I consider the claims made in the curriculum concerning 
practitioner interactions in play, in open-questioning and sustained shared 
thinking, and in the different provision areas. 
1.4.2.3.1. Interactions in play 
Practitioners’ interactions have the clear purpose of ‘moving learning along’ in the 
FP (WG, 2015b:4-5). Interactions are expected to be encouraging and supportive 
(Table 1.3.3.1.). Since play is positioned as a ‘vehicle for learning’ (WG, 2015b:3), 
it does not preclude practitioners from having a role in children’s play, although 
what roles they might adopt to support learning is not specified either in the FP 
curriculum or the FP ‘Outdoor Learning Handbook’ (WAG, 2009). Regarding the 
outdoors, Waller (2007) identifies that an absence of supporting guidance in 
England and Wales has led to practitioner uncertainty about their role in 
children’s outdoor play and a lack of confidence in their implementation skills. 
There is contestation in the academic literature about what role, if any, 
practitioners should have in play. In Nordic countries, all play is defined as ‘free-
play’. Here, play is understood to be the exclusive domain of children and ‘free 
from adult interference’ – a ‘right’ that is constitutionally ‘protected’ (Einarsdottir, 
2010). This perspective is shared by researchers like Samuelsson and Carlsson 
(2008) and Ceglowski (1997) who state that ‘free-play’ validates children’s choices 
and prevents teachers from attempting to control or direct children’s play into 
directions they think it should go, rather than letting children decide. Christie and 
Wardle (1992 cited in Ceglowski, 1997) suggest that teachers should set aside at 
least half an hour a day for children to engage in free-play (free of adults), to 
ensure adequate time for children to fully engage in their selected play activities 
and to develop their play skills appropriately. However, Wood (2014) questions 
how far any play is truly ‘free’, as limitations on what is and isn’t allowed is often 
determined by teachers’ beliefs and values.  She further questions the 
assumptions that young children have the ability to engage in free-choice and 
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free-play or have the necessary self-management and independent skills to 
benefit from play (Wood, 2014). She states that ‘cultural distance and dissonance 
are significant concerns in problematising free play and free choice’ since some 
children have not been ‘encultured’ into western forms of play (such as those 
from the Gypsy-Roma-Traveller communities) and, therefore, may be 
disadvantaged, without support, from accessing the curriculum (Wood, 2014:6).  
The theme of choice and control is a key narrative in EYs literature (Bergen, 1998; 
Rogers and Lapping, 2012; Wood, 2014). Some research has sought to investigate 
the issue of choice and control by considering how environmental cues (such as 
the positioning of teachers and the location of activities) and emotional cues 
(such as the voluntary nature of the activity and amount of choice provided to 
children in their learning) might act as identifiers that children (and adults) use to 
distinguish between ‘play’ and ‘non-play/work’ (McInnes et al., 2011;123; Bergen 
1998; Wing, 1995; Ceglowski, 1997). McInnes et al.’s (2011) study found that 
children attending a more structured EYs setting, where adults rarely involved 
themselves in their play and where they were offered less choices, were more 
likely to make distinctions between ‘play’ and ‘not play’. Further information 
about the characteristics of ‘play’ and ‘non-play/work’ is found in Appendix A. 
Other research has found that practitioner proximity to play and the nature of 
practitioner interactions in play are not only important for blurring children’s 
distinctions between ‘play’ and ‘not play’ but also for supporting their learning 
(McInnes et al., 2011; Martlew, Stephen and Ellis, 2011; Fleer, 2011). Martlew et 
al. (2011) found that practitioners have an important role in facilitating and 
scaffolding play, a view endorsed in other studies (Hedges and Cooper, 2018; 
Fleer, 2015; Wood, 2014; McInnes, 2011). Fleer (2011) for example, identifies that 
practitioners can engage both ‘outside’ and ‘inside’ of play, adopting different 
roles for different purposes. ‘Outside’ of play, practitioners might question and 
observe with the view to guiding and supporting where necessary, whereas 
‘inside’ play, they take on the role of an imaginative play-partner. Her study found 
that when adults engaged in imaginative play with children, children viewed them 
as a genuine play-partner rather than ‘the teacher’ (Fleer, 2015). She suggests 
that when practitioners take an active role in play, they enrich children’s learning 
in many ways (Fleer, 2015). Roles might include modelling partner play; extending 
children’s narratives by modelling how to improvise; adding complexity to the 
story by introducing problems that require a solution; sensitively building upon 
children’s ideas and interests; and using questions to extend their thinking (Fleer, 
2015). Lindqvist (2003) also found that adults’ role in dramatisation in playworlds, 
(where folktales provide the stimulus for imaginative play), supports children in 
imagining and engaging with complex abstract ideas like fear. Adult-led activities, 
which incorporate playful approaches, such as singing and games, are also 
advocated by Wing (1995), McInnes et al. (2011) and Wood (2014), based on 
observations of children’s enjoyment in partaking in these activities.  
Despite the positive endorsement for practitioner involvement in play cited 
above, numerous international studies have found that practitioners often take a 
passive role in children’s play. Typical roles include observing play, evaluating play 
behaviours, peeking in, managing behaviour and occasionally asking questions 
39 
 
about play from the outside (Wing, 1995; Fesseha and Pyle, 2016; Hedges and 
Cooper; 2018; Singer et al., 2014 cited in Fleer, 2015; McInnes et al., 2011; Wing, 
1995). These practices might be especially pronounced in the outdoors, as noted 
by Cullen (1993 cited in Waller, 2007), who found that children typically associate 
outdoor learning as something they do without assistance from an adult. These 
practices are attributed to traditional ideas derived from developmental 
psychology, which views play as the exclusive domain of children (Fleer, 2011).  
Difficulties encountered by teachers in planning for play which adequately covers 
the necessary curriculum content, whilst also achieving a balance between child-
initiated and adult-led activities (WG, 2015b:4) is discussed in section 1.4.3. 
1.4.2.3.2. Open questioning and sustained shared thinking 
Two interactional activities are said to be ‘vitally important’ in the FP (WG, 
2015b:4): open questioning and sustained shared thinking. These strategies were 
deemed effective ‘process’ quality indicators for extending children’s learning in 
the longitudinal EPPE study (Sylva et al., 2004). Sustained thinking is defined as a 
verbal interaction where ‘two or more individuals work together in an intellectual 
way to solve a problem, clarify a concept, evaluate an activity, extend a narrative 
etc’ (Sylva et al., 2003: 3 cited in Aasen and Waters, 2006: 127). Fleer’s (2015) 
study found that teachers skilfully engaged in sustained shared thinking and 
sustained shared imagining with their children in play, simultaneously extending 
children’s scientific knowledge and their imaginative thinking. Aasen and Waters 
(2006) cautioned, however, that care must be taken with this practice to ensure 
that the interaction of the adult does not dominate over that of the child. Hedges 
and Cooper (2018:378) found that teachers skilfully asked questions during 
children’s play, (defined as children’s choices in which activities to engage in), 
encouraging them to share, explain and develop their thinking by exploring 
contradictions and anomalies in their understandings. 
However, Fleer (2003b) identifies a caveat about the centralisation of the 
interactional pattern of questioning in western ECE discourse, arguing that this 
mode of communication does not support effective learning in all communities. In 
the Indigenous Australian community, for example, asking questions is considered 
bad manners. Furthermore, watching and listening are the preferred modes of 
communication in this community and are regarded as ‘active’ learning strategies. 
This contrasts with a western understanding, which views such modes of 
communication as ‘passive’ (Fleer, 2003b).  An implication of this might be that 
children’s lack of familiarity with a question-answer, conversational style could be 
interpreted by practitioners as a ‘developmental’ deficiency, when a more 
accurate assessment would be that children have had a lack of exposure to this 
interactional style, and thus requires explicit modelling and practice to support 
their learning in the school context (Fleer, 2003b). Acknowledgement of some of 
the limitations of this communication style are absent in the FP curriculum. 
Nonetheless, it may be pertinent for FP practitioners to learn about which 
communicative, interactional practices are used amongst the diverse cultural 
communities of urban Wales to help refine their observational and planning skills.  
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1.4.2.3.3. Interactions in provision areas. 
In Table 1.3.3.1., I suggested that what Wainwright et al. (2016) termed ‘focused 
adult-led sessions’ might be better described as ‘focused adult-led involvement’. I 
felt the term ‘session’ implied interactions within a structured, more formal 
setting, whereas ‘involvement’ could be applied to interactions across both 
structured and less structured environments, like continuous provision. 
Wainwright et al. (2016) acknowledge that the three types of provision (focused, 
continuous and enhanced - defined in Table 1.3.3.1.), whilst distinct can also 
influence each other, for example, practitioner observations in continuous 
provision may lead to the identification of a child who requires more focused 
provision to develop a particular skill.  
Evidence from Welsh studies (see Table 1.4.2.3.3) indicate that the interactions of 
practitioners tend to be predominately based in focused group activities. Taylor et 
al. (2016) observed that 80% of teachers’ time is spent in focused groups, often 
teaching literacy and numeracy as discrete subjects. Estyn (2017) and Siraj (2014) 
found similar results. Wing (1995) identified the same interactional patterns in her 
US study, where EYs teachers’ involvement was primarily spent in learning 
centres, supervising, supporting and evaluating learning. The adoption of a strong 
classification and framing, what Bernstein (1999 cited in McInnes et al., 2011) 
deemed a visible pedagogical approach, has been attributed to the ‘standards 
driven-agenda’ exerting pressures on teachers to ‘raise standards’ to prepare 
pupils to sit Year 2 national tests (Siraj, 2014) and ensure targets are met (Taylor 
et al., 2016, Howard, 2010). These pressures have been identified in other studies 
(Clark and Waller, 2007, Rogers and Lapping, 2012) - indicating a tension between 
policy intentions and practice. In contrast, McInnes et al. (2011: 123) and 
Maynard et al. (2013) attribute an overreliance on adult-led activities as a result 
of practitioner reluctance to give children more control in making choices.  
Table 1.4.2.3.3. shows the empirical findings of several Welsh articles which 
focused on practitioner interactions in play. The articles by Waller (2007), 
Maynard and Chicken (2010) and Maynard, Waters and Clement (2013) are 
intervention studies, where play-researchers actively supported practitioners in 
developing their play knowledge and practice. These researchers found that 
practitioners who engaged in professional development (PD) training, improved 
their play knowledge and skills over time and developed a greater sense of self-
efficacy. Their findings also determined that most, but not all, children made gains 
in their affective development and improved their proficiency in problem-solving 
and collaborative tasks when their teachers implemented learning-through-play 
opportunities. Waller’s (2007) one-year study found that as nursery and reception 
teachers’ confidence and experience of outdoor pedagogy increased, they began 
to allow children to take more control in pursuing their interests in investigating 
the natural world and they began to shift to retrospective planning. To develop 
teachers’ professional capabilities and confidence, Maynard and Waters (2007) 
and Maynard and Chicken (2010) highlight the importance of providing 
practitioners with time and opportunities to collaborate with peers, in order to 
share ideas, refine lesson plans, share experiences and reflect. Training aimed at 
supporting practitioners’ understanding of the philosophy behind the FP and its 
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intended pedagogy is also advocated by Aasen and Waters (2006), Wyn Siencyn 
and Thomas (2007), Wainwright et al. (2016) and Siraj (2014). Taylor et al. 
(2016:304) found that ‘a greater level of training amongst staff was found to be 
associated with a greater implementation of the Foundation Phase pedagogies in 
classrooms and settings..  
Nonetheless, the practical challenges FP teachers face in trying to maintain a 
balance between ensuring adequate curriculum coverage, whilst also following 
and validating children’s interests, has been identified by Maynard and Chicken 
(2010), Siraj (2014) and Estyn (2017). Difficulties adjusting to their new roles and 
their new teaching identify were also acknowledged by Maynard and Chicken 
(2010) and Maynard et al. (2013). Taylor et al. (2016), Siraj (2014) and Howard 
(2010) determined from their empirical investigations that TAs are more likely 
than teachers to be involved in play activities and Year 1-2 FP teachers are less 
likely to involve themselves in children’s play or adopt FP pedagogies than 
teachers working in nursery or reception. These findings are of merit for this study 
because they indicate that pedagogical enactment has presented a significant 
challenge for Welsh practitioners - the challenges and complexities of which are 






Table 1.4.2.3.3. Welsh FP research findings 
Author(s) Aims of Study Methods and Sample Size Main Findings
* Teachers are less likely to be involved in outdoor learning than other practitioners.
* A majority of practitioners agreed that the most appropriate way of developing literacy and numeracy skills is through direct teaching.
* Teachers prioritise their time indoors with focus-group learning (or focused-provision) for literacy and numeracy.
* 80% of observations involved literacy and numeracy being taught through focused-tasks (Taylor et al. 2016: 306-307).
* Teachers struggled to find time to conduct pupil observations  because they prioritised teaching in focus groups.  
* The older pupils get, the less likely FP pedagogies are used.
* Welsh FP teachers were more likely to use outdoor spaces to develop literacy and numeracy skills , whilst teachers in English EYFS 
settings typically used outdoor spaces for developing personal, social and dispositional aspects of learning.
* The authors attributed the findings from Welsh teachers as the result of the WGs emphasis on embedding literacy and numeracy across 
the curriculum and the WGs advice to staff to view the outdoors as a ‘learning environment’.
* Teachers' confidence in planning for the outdoors improved as the year progressed. They planned a range of activites which promoted 
pupil choice, free play, problem-solving tasks and structured investigations. 
* With additional knowledge and professional support from the authors and other colleagues involved in the project, teachers felt more 
confident and capable in taking risks and giving children more autonomy. 
* Some teachers reflected on their propensity to label children. Many found that in outdoor environments, the children they had labelled as 
'underachievers' were achieving beyond expectations: asking questions, problem solving, regulating their own behaviour and showing 
initiative. They questioned their role in underestimating children's ability based on prior assumptions. 
* Teachers reported that many of the children in the intervention group were better motivated and engaged in learning, which had a 
positive impact on their understanding. 
* Teachers reported feeling 'less scrutinised' in outdoor areas compared to inside the classroom, which made them more relaxed and enjoy 
teaching more. 
* Some teachers reported that not all target children enjoyed being outdoors or enjoyed taking greater control of their own learning. 
* Some teachers struggled with children's behaviour outdoors. Some raised concerns about pupils challenging their authority  - some 
children were reported as 'out of control' and 'running wild' (Maynard, Waters and Clement, 2013:223).
* Children's play behaviours changed over time from passive to active. Initially, pupils stayed very close to the adults and relied on them to 
initiate learning or to prompt them to investigate. However, by the end of the year, when familiarity with the place was secure, children were 
leading their own learning, investigating and creating their own stories with confidence and with less support required from adults. More 
children began choosing to play outdoors even in rainy weather. 
* Practitioner behaviour developed over time. Initially, adults planned carefully and thoroughly. They played a key role in directing the 
learning at the start of the project and showed a real concern for health and safety issues. Later in the year, teachers planned less rigidly, 
and allowed pupils to decide what they wanted to do. Their role in children's learning became less direct over time and more co-
construction of learning became the norm. 
* Teachers began to enjoy being outdoors: they felt more relaxed, less ‘scrutinised’ and more willing to let children lead, which led to 
increased adult enjoyment and a looking forward to spending ‘quality time’ with pupils.
* Teachers struggled to implement child-centred teaching and assessment methods . They needed to develop a range of skills which they 
hadn’t really used before such as listening to children’s ideas and interests, and they had to learn to focus their attention away from 
outcomes, targets and content, which proved challenging (Maynard and Chicken, 2010:37).
* Teachers raised concerns about planning requirement s - the balance between covering curriculum expectations and allowing pupils to 
lead their own learning.
* With additional knowledge and professional support, teachers commented feeling more confident and capable in employing a more child-
centred pedagogy and reflecting upon their role within the learning environment. 
To investigate the aims and influences 
behind teachers use of outdoor 
provision for pupils aged three to five, 
in English EYFS and Welsh FP settings.
184 teachers from England and 





Data was gathered by 
interviewing hundreds of FP 
teachers and other practitioners, 
and observing hundreds of 
lessons across a 'representative 
sample' of forty primary schools. 
To determine FP practitioners' practical 
(as opposed to ideological) adherence 
to the 12 pedagogical elements that 
they identified from written Welsh 
policy documents. (Shown in Table 
1A.4.1.1.)






Eight FP teachers and 42 teacher-
determined 'underachieving' 
pupils. Underachievers were 
selected based on emotional, 
behavioural and / or cognitive 
concerns.  Authors gathered 
data from observations of 
learning and informal interviews 
with teachers. 
An intervention project aimed at 
determining whether 'underachieving' 
pupils (as identified by class teacher) 
learning improves when they are given 
opportunities to learn outdoors. 
Teachers were trained in outdoor 
pedagogical practices by the authors 








This was a four year project 
conducted with one English 
school using the EYFS and 
another school using the FP in 
Wales. The author used 
children's portfolios and teacher 
interviews to gather data. He 
also directly observed learning.
To investigate what actually happens 
when three-five year old children are 
taken to off-site, natural outdoor 
environments, away from the school 
grounds, to learn. 
Seven FP teachers from South 
Wales with an interest in 
developing their EYs pedagogical 
practice. Data was gathered 
from discussions with teachers 
and through analysing lesson 
plans. 
An intervention project, designed to 
support FP teachers in making their 
teaching practices more child-centred. 
'Effective' EYs training was provided to 
teachers over a year period, including 
Reggio Emilia assessment methods to 
help inform their planning.
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Having now addressed how practitioners might involve themselves in children’s 
learning, I move to discussing the contested concept of ‘play’. 
1.4.3. Play is a medium for learning 
Within this section, I consider three aspects of play: it’s relationship to learning, 
its characteristics and how it is conceptualised as an effective pedagogy. 
1.4.3.1. The relationship between ‘learning’ and ‘play’ 
The FP states that play provides ‘the vehicle’ for learning (WG, 2015b: 3), thereby 
making it explicit that ‘learning’ and ‘play’ is, or should be, linked. The relationship 
between ‘play’ and ‘learning’ is, however, contested in the literature. Results from 
some empirical studies have found that parents, teachers and children often hold 
a play-learning dichotomy (McInnes et al. 2011, Rothlein and Brett, 1987). 
Samuelsson and Carlsson (2008) argue that when children separate learning and 
play, it is because of the messages mediated to them by the school’s culture. In 
the last section, I drew upon the work of McInnes et al. (2011) who found that 
teachers lack of proximity to play, or their lack of involvement in it, acted as 
‘messages’ or ‘cues’ to children for distinguishing ‘work’ from ‘play’ activities; in 
contrast, children whose teachers did get involved in play, were more likely to 
blur the play/work lines.  
‘Learning’ is not defined in the FP, but it is described as the acquisition, 
consolidation and application of knowledge, understanding and skills in the ENC 
(DfE, 2013) and the KS2-KS4 Programs of Study in Wales (WG, 2016a). As these 
curriculum features appear within the FP (WG, 2015b), this definition seems an 
appropriate one to use. Bergen (1998) conceptualised learning in a different way. 
She identified five categories of activities usually observed in western KGs and 
associated a different type of learning with each (see Appendix A).  Whilst 
categories can be helpful for organising and explaining phenomenon, it cannot 
fully encapsulate the complexities of play nor reflect the variations in different 
communities understanding of play and how it is practiced.  
A ‘learning through play’ approach which balances child-initiated and adult-led 
activities is endorsed by Siraj (2014), McInnes et al. (2011) and Martlew, Stephen 
and Ellis (2011) due to evidence from programs such as High-Scope (USA), Sure-
Start (England) and Flying Start (Wales) (Faulkner and Coates, 2013) which 
employed these approaches. Wood and Hedges (2016) argue that there is 
substantial evidence from international studies that children can benefit from 
freely chosen and structured/guided play by adults, but that policy discourse lacks 
sufficient specification about how play relates to curriculum content (that is 
outcomes and skills) and coherence (defined as structural arrangements, including 
play, materials, assessment, pedagogical approaches and home-school 
partnerships). This can result in implementation dilemmas for teachers, as 
evidenced in Welsh literature discussed in section 1.4.2.3. Fleer (2011) argues that 
a greater understanding is required about how play-based programs help children 
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achieve higher cognitive outcomes, especially since this is a key policy imperative 
across numerous international ECE contexts. 
1.4.3.2. Characteristics of play 
The FP (2015b) employs what Rogers and Lapping (2012:247) call the two ‘grand 
narratives’ that have emerged in articulations of contemporary EYs play practice: 
developmental psychology and Romanticism. The former emphasises the benefits 
of play for cognitive, affective and social development. The limitations and 
assumptions apparent within developmental psychology were addressed at length 
in section 1.4.1. Romanticism associates play with innocence and the instinctual 
desires of children. These features are apparent in the FP’s (WG, 2015b:4) 
presentation of play as ‘fun’, ‘creative’, ‘imaginative’ and appealing to children’s 
‘natural curiosity’. Such features are understood to act as mechanisms in 
enhancing children’s learning. The rhetoric used to describe play and children’s 
play behaviours in the FP is similar to that used in the EYFS program in England. 
Rogers and Lapping (2012:251, 258) suggest that such discourse presents ‘a highly 
sanitised’ version of play, devoid of play’s troubling excesses and illegitimate 
themes, in order to ‘sustain an illusion of coherence, order and control’. The same 
points are identified by Wood (2014) and Burman (2016). Such challenges 
undermine the presentation of play constructed in the FP curriculum. Appendix A 
contrasts representations of children’s ‘sanitised’ and ‘glorified’ play behaviours 
against other research outlining the ‘coercive, cruel and dangerous’ aspects of 
play (Sutton-Smith, 1997 cited in Burman, 2016:265).  
The rhetoric employed in the FP text emphasises the purposeful nature of play, 
associating play with ‘business’ and ‘work’ (WG, 2015b: 4). Rogers and Lapping 
(2012) and Cottle and Alexander (2011) attribute this correlation to the influence 
of performative discourse in UK education policy, which they argue has led to 
more regulated understandings of play based on ‘purpose’ and ‘quality’. These 
features are typically associated with accountability models, which aim to raise 
standards. The importance of ‘structured learning’ is mentioned in relation to 
both ‘child-initiated’ and ‘adult-led’ activities (WG, 2015b:4). ‘Structured learning’ 
is not defined, although it alludes to the need for learning to be aligned to 
curriculum outcomes and to be measurable. This approach reflects what Fleer 
(2015) terms the technicist agenda. Burman (2016:265) argues that the ‘claim to 
dissolve the play-work opposition (....) is reinstated within the distinction between 
time-wasting versus therapeutic and ‘productive’ play’.   
Whilst different play activities and categories of play are not mentioned in the FP 
text, they are mentioned in the literature. Regarding the latter, Parten (1933) 
distinguished between social and non-social forms of play. She identified that 
non-social forms of play are less advanced forms of play and which require less 
maturity to sustain compared to social play. She identified four forms of non-
social play: unoccupied play (not playing, just looking); onlooker play (not directly 
involved in play, although they may talk about what they see); parallel play (sat 
45 
 
close to a peer but playing separately); solitary play (playing alone) (Parten, 1933). 
Fleer (2011) argues that updated theories of play are required for contemporary 
ECEC practice, rather than the play data derived from the 1930s and 1960s, which 
was informed by traditional maturational theories of play. Nonetheless, studies 
like Parten’s (1933) are still influential in the ECE community. As such, Walsh et al. 
(2010) caution EYs practitioners that accepting the view that non-social play is 
indicative of a lack of social and/or cognitive maturity or ability is misleading 
where gifted pupils are concerned.  
 
Thus far, I have shown that the FP (WG, 2015b) has drawn ideas from 
developmental theory about how children learn and which practices best support 
their development – which were critiqued throughout section 1.4. There is also 
evidence that the FP’s ‘learning through play’ discourse has been subject to what 
Wood and Hedges (2016:394) term ‘cultural interpretation and some policy 
revisionism’, where eduplay has become the means for delivering academic 
outcomes. This is evident particularly around references to standards and 
‘structured learning’ (WG, 2015b:4). They identify that a consequence of this 
rhetoric has reduced other potentialities for children’s play (Wood and Hedges, 
2016). Alternative conceptualisations of play and how they might be effective for 
children’s learning, from a sociocultural perspective, are considered next.  
1.4.3.3. Conceptualisations of play as an effective pedagogy 
In play literature, effectiveness is typically framed in reference to ‘quality’. Anning, 
Cullen and Fleer (2004) note that the concept of quality in the EYs is a widely 
contested phenomenon in international literature and in national policy 
frameworks. They suggest that in determining quality, researchers need to move 
beyond the ‘easily measurable indicators’ including structural (e.g. salaries, ratios, 
staff training, education and experience) and procedural (e.g. qualifications) 
indicators and their impact on children’s long-term cognitive outcomes, and also 
include the ‘more difficult to isolate and measure’ process quality indicators 
(Anning et al., 2004:185-186). Process indicators include measuring children’s 
experiences of the program, including the social relationships and interactions 
between children and adults. The importance of process indicators to measure 
quality was also identified by Cottle and Alexander (2011) in their research with 
EYs practitioners in England. Anning et al. (2004: 187) argue that ‘quality cannot 
be considered without repositioning the role of the adult back into teaching-
learning dynamics’ including their active role in play. This perspective is also 
shared by Fesseha and Pyle (2016) who stress that for play-based learning to 
occur, greater integration of adult support is required and planning for play must 
be intentional.  Below, I consider how some researchers have conceptualised play 
as an effective pedagogy for ensuring that the cognitive outcomes required in 
contemporary EYs policy are achieved.  
Fleer (2011, 2015) suggests that imaginative play is an effective, practical solution 
for teachers in attempting to ensure that children’s cognitive outcomes are 
achieved, whilst also respecting children’s agency in pursing their inquiry 
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interests. Unlike other research which considers play to be the domain of 
children, she advocates for practitioners’ active involvement within it. Some of 
the benefits of practitioner involvement in imaginative play activities were 
described in section 1.4.2.3., including the benefit of extending and promoting 
children’s thinking. In another study, Fleer (2011) observed practitioners engaging 
in sustained shared thinking and sustained shared imaginings with children 
investigating nature. She noted that children were able to easily move in-between 
imaginative and real-world experiences, and therefore concluded that the 
adoption of such strategies supports children in thinking about their ideas and 
developing their conceptual understandings about the natural /material world. 
Fleer (2011) hypothesised that imagination supports children in making the 
transition from everyday thinking into scientific thinking, suggesting that 
imaginative play can provide the bridge between play and learning. This is similar 
to Rogers and Lapping’s (2012:268) view of play as ‘a relation between the 
unnamed, unseen aspects of children’s activity and Bernstein’s conceptualisation 
of the discursive gap (or the ‘yet to be thought of’)’. This view also centralises the 
role of the imagination. They did, however, raise the concern that the current 
performative nature of ECE policy could disturb the possibility of this type of play 
becoming enacted (Rogers and Lapping, 2012). Vygotsky (1967, cited by Duncan 
and Tarulli, 2003) identified imaginative / fantasy play as the ‘leading activity’ in 
children’s development. Parten (1933) similarly classified this type of play as the 
most sophisticated and complex form of play, since it requires a deeper set of 
peer interaction skills and more advanced communication skills.8  
A considerable body of research associate’s children’s interests with activity 
choices. Rothlein and Brett (1987), for example, asked young children, from five to 
eight years, to select their favourite play activities. Outdoor (e.g. cycling, running, 
ball games) and dramatic play were selected as the most popular, followed by 
organised games (e.g. sports and board games), construction (e.g. junk modelling) 
and art. These findings resonate with the more contemporary findings of Beisser, 
Gillespie and Thacke (2013) discussed in section 1.9.1. However, Hedges and 
Cooper (2016: 304) argue that psychological research has produced a narrow 
definition of interests expressed through children’s activity choices. They conceive 
of children’s interests as representing their inquiries that arise from their funds of 
knowledge (Hedges and Cooper, 2016, 318). The identification of the questions 
that matter most to children and which motivates their interests relates to 
inquiry. The concept funds of knowledge acknowledge that all households are rich 
in knowledge and that different family and community members influence 
children’s emergent understandings of the world around them. In their study of 
children’s interests at two EYs centers in New Zealand, Hedges and Cooper 
(2016:309, 318) wrote that the construct of ‘funds of knowledge’ helped the 
research team to look deeper into the everyday play events that occurred at the 
 
8 Parten (1933) described children’s interactions in pretend play in two ways: associative 
and cooperative. Associative play refers to children being interested in the people playing 
but not necessarily interested in the activity itself. Cooperative play refers to play in which 
children assign roles and participate in a shared activity. 
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centers to make meaningful connections to children’s lives by considering what 
their interests represented or symbolised in their lives. For example, the team 
discovered, through deep, probing conversations with families, that many 
children selected interests based on the occupational and leisure pursuits of their 
relatives, which they emulated and re-enacted. They concurred with Wood’s 
(2004: 30 cited in Hedges and Cooper, 2016: 319) view that children’s interests 
are ‘often driven by their fascination with the world of adults, and their 
motivation to act more knowledgeably and competently’.  An interest-based 
curriculum is advocated not only on the grounds that it supports children’s 
intrinsic motivation to learn, enabling focused and meaningful learning, it also 
enables them to formulate their personal and collective identities (Hedges and 
Cooper, 2016: 313, 318). The importance of practitioners listening to children, 
observing them carefully and drawing upon their funds of knowledge, to engage 
with and extend their interests is highlighted by Hedges and Cooper (2016:318).  
Wood and Hedges (2016:397) suggest that the concept of ‘working theories’, a 
feature of New Zealand’s EYs curriculum, Te Whāriki, might offer practitioners a 
solution to the problems posed by school readiness discourse and traditional 
developmental theories. Within this model, teachers select subject content via 
children’s interests and working theories. Working theories is defined as the way 
children construct and connect their knowledge, gradually building an organised 
framework of understanding (Claxton, 1990 cited in Wood and Hedges, 2016). 
Children’s sense-making is informed by their participation (inclusive of listening, 
observing and doing), their lived-experiences and the influences they derive from 
family members, the KG and the wider community (MoE, 1996 cited in Wood and 
Hedges, 2016). The concept of working theories rejects the notion that 
development is linear and sequential, maintaining that thinking is a complex 
process and knowledge construction ‘tentative, creative, unpredictable and 
speculative, and open to continuous revision, development, and refinement’ 
(Wood and Hedges, 2016: 397). As in Fleer’s (2011) model, imagination is also 
important in this theory. ‘Imagination’ is defined ‘as part of children’s collective 
ways of coming to know’ rather than a trait or disposition (Wood and Hedges, 
2016: 399). Wood and Hedges (2016:398) suggest that working theories may help 
explain how children’s everyday knowledge develops and which may also shape 
their future disciplinary knowledge. However, they acknowledge that the 
transition in thinking may not be as coherent as suggested in developmental 
models or as linear as presented in curriculum documents. Furthermore, they 
acknowledge that practitioners may find difficulties inferring or deriving 
curriculum content from children’s working theories (Wood and Hedges, 
2016:398). Nonetheless, Hedges and Cooper (2018:378-379) suggest this 
approach is beneficial - offering practitioners a ‘mediational space’ between play, 
teaching and learning. They argue that children’s ZPD is enhanced through the 
participatory nature of teachers’ engagement within children’s play and thus 
consider it a more effective alternative to the laisse-faire approach (which is free 
from adult support) or the eduplay approach (which is typically characterised by 
‘purposeful’ play and led by practitioners) (Hedges and Cooper, 2018).  
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I turn now to the last key idea highlighted in the FP concerning parents.   
1.4.4. Positive partnerships with the home are fostered 
The FP advocates for ‘partnership’ (WG, 2015b:3) between practitioners and the 
home, and suggests the importance of finding out about children’s prior 
experiences, including language(s) spoken and their cultural and ethnic identities. 
Whilst this information is very important and provides a space for inclusive 
practice – an intended aim of the FP (WG, 2015b:5) - guidance is not provided on 
how this information might be gathered or used to construct a meaningful 
curriculum for all children. Furthermore, the individualist nature of the curriculum 
may work against some children, as discussed in section 1.4.3., resulting in 
tensions for teachers in how to assess and plan in a truly inclusive manner. 
Fleer (2003b:65) advocates for a partnership focused not simply based on 
listening to parents, but actively involving them in joint decision-making about the 
outcomes and pathways available at both policy-level and school-level. She argues 
that this approach will position families ‘as knowledgeable about their children 
and culture’ (Fleer, 2003b:65). This supports the FP’s (WG, 2015b:3) position that 
parents are children’s ‘first educator’. Hedges and Cooper (2016) also promote 
practitioners establishing collaborative and trustworthy relationships with 
parents/carers, in order to learn about children’s ‘funds of knowledge’ and to gain 
a more nuanced understanding of what drives children’s inquiry interests. Within 
EYs gifted literature there is almost universal agreement that collaboration and 
partnership between teachers and care-givers is crucial. This practice is advocated 
on the grounds that it enables both parties to contribute information about the 
child’s personality, their strengths, their interests and their learning behaviours, 
and it provides an opportunity for parents to share ideas on how their teachers 
might meet the child’s learning needs in class (Gross, 1999; Smutny, 1999; 
Williams, 2003; Sankar-DeLeeuw, 2004; Morgan, 2007; Walsh et al., 2010; Oğurlu 
and Çetinkaya, 2012; Walsh and Kemp, 2012; Mooji, 2013;  Cosar, Cetinkaya and 
Cetinkay, 2015). These approaches would require organisational and planning 
time, and the establishment of genuine, respectful relationships to be successful. 
How practical these solutions would be to implement is debatable, yet worthy of 
further study. 
1.4.5. Summary: spaces of tension between theory, policy and practice 
Questions about the applicability of developmental theory (based on maturational 
understandings of development which foreground child-centredness and active 
learning) as an informant to the construction of the curriculum and the means by 
which policy imperatives to ‘raise standards’ (WG, 2015a) may be met, have been 
problematised in this section. I have endeavoured to show that the approach 
advocated in the FP may not be as inclusive or robust as it’s characterised. This 
section has also highlighted that practitioners in Wales have struggled to 
implement a ‘learning through play’ pedagogy, with the cognitive demands of the 
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curriculum cited as a key challenge – a trend also identified internationally. Some 
suggestions about how to reconcile policy demands linked to improving 
standards, whilst also validating the place of play, children’s choices, and their 
interests were outlined in section 1.4.3. This included recommendations for 
teachers’ involvement in children’s play to support their academic learning. 
Having now identified the aims of the FP, and critiqued the ideas and practices it 
foregrounds, I next turn to discussing issues related to MAT education in Wales. 
Unlike the section related to the FP, which adopted Hyatt’s (2013) CPA framework 
to first construct the FP curriculum policy text and then deconstruct it, an 
alternative approach is adopted for MAT education. This is because I don’t just 
draw upon one key policy source in discussing MAT education, I draw upon 
several including, the FP (WG, 2015b), the MAT guidance published by the ACCAC 
(2003) and the MAT reports created by Estyn (2011) and MTC (2015). Five key 
aspects are discussed sequentially: MAT definitions, characteristics of MAT 
learners, aims of MAT identification, methods to identify MAT pupils and MAT 
strategies.  The ideas and/or practices the aforementioned sources recommend or 
report on are deconstructed (Hyatt, 2013) through critiquing the claims made. In 
section 1.7. the intended aims (levers) of MAT policy initiatives and the warrants 
used to justify them are indicated. This section relates to what Hyatt (2013) 
termed the ‘construction’ element of policy.  I begin by drawing upon the 
literature that has informed Welsh understandings of the ‘MAT’ term adopted. 
1.5. Comparing international and Welsh definitions of ability and talent 
As established in the Introduction, Welsh policy-actors hold consistent views 
when defining MAT pupils. ‘More able’ pupils are those who demonstrate 
intellectual ability and academic proficiency, whilst ‘talented’ pupils are those 
who demonstrate proficiency in non-academic domains, in subjects such as music 
or skills like leadership (Estyn, 2011, MTC, 2015). It is unclear which source(s) 
informed practitioners’ understandings of MAT, as this was not commented on in 
either report. What is clear is that the official MAT guidance published by the 
ACCAC (2003), which specified the importance of ‘potential’ ability (and not 
simply actualised ability) does not seem to have influenced practitioners’ 
understandings. Wood (2019:793) suggests that ‘inspectors funnel considerable 
power and influence via the inspection regime. (Inspection) colonises the space, 
language and discourse’ via their institutional narratives which become ‘mirrored 
or reproduced within the system’. Within the high-stakes, accountability structure 
of Wales, previously identified in section 1.2., it is plausible to suggest that Estyn’s 
definition has influenced practitioners’ understanding, thereby becoming the de-
facto, ‘official’ definition. However, the definition may have also been adopted on 
pragmatic grounds, since actualised performance is arguably easier for 
practitioners to ‘measure’ than ‘potential’ which is more subjective. As mentioned 
previously, in section 1.4.1.2., reliance on external criterion-referenced and/or 
developmental norm-referenced indicators to make judgements about children’s 
abilities may not be as reliable or as scientific as it’s usually presented. This point 
is returned to in section 1.6.2. An implication of Estyn’s (2011) MAT definition and 
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their focus on pupils obtaining results which exceed the intended end of year 
outcomes, is that it might constrain teacher’s practice and ironically, might fail to 
support ‘potentially’ MAT children from reaching their full potential. This latter 
point is addressed in section 1.6.2. Some of the way’s teachers’ practice might be 
constrained have previously been identified in sections 1.4.2.-1.4.3., including 
adopting more traditional approaches, such as teaching to the test, teaching 
directly in focus groups, rather than engaging in play or other provision areas, or 
offering more limited ‘approved play’ choices.  
Whilst the literature on giftedness is vast, within the area of EYs, it is sparse. 
Although variation exists in how ‘EYs’ is defined in the gifted literature, it typically 
covers birth to seven years. Walsh et al. (2010) state that ‘giftedness in early 
childhood is one of the most neglected areas in education’, although it is 
beginning to emerge as a topic of interest, particularly in American and Australian 
contexts. In Britain, gifted literature is decidedly scant across all phases of 
education. Within EYs literature, there appears to be a universal adoption of the 
terminology ‘gifted’ to describe high ability in young learners, yet how the term is 
defined and understood varies considerably amongst authors. Some, like Gross 
(1999), Grant (2013), Oğurlu and Çetinkaya (2012) define giftedness as a singular 
construct, exclusively connected to academic/cognitive intelligence. This view 
aligns with Terman’s (1916, cited in Calero, Belen and Robles, 2011) perspective, 
who introduced the concept of giftedness in 1916 and used a purely normative 
criterion (IQ test scores) for establishing whether a person was gifted or not. In 
contrast, other EYs authors adopt a broader view of giftedness, inclusive of 
academic and non-academic domains. Some of these researchers emphasise that 
high ability in one or more domain(s) needs to be demonstrated/actualised, whilst 
others accept that pupils with the ‘potential’ to excel are also worthy of 
consideration (Haensly and Lee, 2000; Kitano, 1982; Kaplan and Hertzog, 2016; 
Pfeiffer and Petscher 2008).  
‘Talented’, whilst not a term used in EYs gifted literature, is a term used in the 
wider gifted literature. What is clear is that how ‘talented’ is defined in the 
literature is not in accordance with how it is understood in English and Welsh 
policy contexts. In the latter, ‘talented’ pupils are distinguished from ‘gifted’ or 
‘more able’ pupils only in terms of where their proficiency lies – that is, in a non-
academic domain as opposed to an academic domain. Thus, they are distinct yet 
equal.  In contrast, Gagné (1983 cited in Feldhusen, 2001) identified ‘gifts’ as 
underlying aptitudes and ‘talent’ as the manifestation of these gifts – a view also 
shared by Subotnik, Olszewski-Kubilius and Worell (2011). This perspective 
suggests a hierarchy of achievement, in which ‘talent’ represents a higher level of 
accomplishment than ‘gifts’.  In other definitions ‘gifted and talented’ is used as a 
single description, with no distinction made between academic and non-academic 
domains or in the level of accomplishment (Shlesinger, 1982).  
The Welsh construction of MAT appears to be influenced by two narratives. The 
first relates to positivist understandings of giftedness, which emphasise the 
importance of actualised intellectual / academic ability, conceptualised as that 
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which exceeds the benchmarks created by externally produced criteria. The 
second influence aligns with the views of authors holding a ‘multidimensional 
construct’ of giftedness (Sternberg, 1996: 11). Haensly and Lee (2000) include 
Renzulli, Gardner and Sternberg as such authors. They suggest that these authors 
have been instrumental in redefining how giftedness is viewed - away from a 
singular-fixed construct, into a construct which is multifarious, relative and fluid 
(Haensly and Lee, 2000). These authors acknowledge, like Welsh sources (ACCAC, 
2003; Estyn, 2011; MTC, 2015), that aptitude/ability can be manifested across a 
variety of different domains.  
Renzulli’s (2011) model, ‘The Three-Ring Conception of Giftedness,’ is the most 
widely cited theory in the gifted literature (Sternberg, 1999: 67). His theory 
postulates that when creativity, task commitment and above average ability 
and/or specific abilities (whether academic or non-academic) converge, then high 
achievement or gifted behaviours can be witnessed (Renzulli, 2011). Creativity is 
also recognised as an essential component of giftedness by authors like Sternberg 
(1996) and Subotnik et al. (2011). Gardner’s (1983, cited in Galitis, 2007) Multiple 
Intelligences (MIs) Theory suggests that there are nine domains of human 
intelligence: linguistic, logical-mathematical, spatial, musical, kinaesthetic, 
interpersonal, intrapersonal and existential intelligence, which are genetically 
based and unique to every individual. Galitis (2007) suggests that MIs theory is 
particularly well-known and popular amongst teachers because it has been 
adapted into various planning tools that are free and readily available online. The 
MAT document published by the ACCAC (2003) provides Welsh practitioners with 
extensive guidance on how they might use MIs theory to support MAT pupils’ 
development in each domain of intelligence. 
Additionally, authors with a broad understanding of giftedness: 
• Include a wider population of eligible pupils than those with a narrow view 
(e.g. Lovecky, 1994). Renzulli (2003) for example, suggests that the top 15-
20% of students are ‘potentially’ gifted and can benefit from access to gifted 
provision, which correlates to the sample size recommended by the ACCAC 
(2003) and which is typically adopted in practice in Wales (Estyn, 2011, MTC, 
2015).  In contrast, NACE (n.d.) does not use quantitative cut-off points, 
believing this can set a ceiling on children’s potential to flourish. 
• Recommend multiple ways to identify giftedness, rather than relying solely on 
the outcomes of IQ tests (e.g. Calero, Belen and Robles (2011).  
• Acknowledge the importance of environmental factors in supporting the 
development of ability (rather than attributing ability to the role of biology 
and genes alone) (Renzulli, 2003; Reis and Renzulli, 2009 and Gagné, 1983 
cited in Feldhusen, 2001).  
• Acknowledge the importance of the individual’s effort, commitment and 
desire to succeed (Subotnik et al., 2011, Matthews and Dai, 2014:346). 
These issues are expanded upon in Appendix B, as there is insufficient space to do 
so here. Within Wales, the rhetoric of the FP (WG, 2015b: 4) and the ACCAC 
(2003) is clear: they acknowledge that teachers do play a key role in supporting 
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pupils’ growth and progress through the establishment of an enabling 
environment. This is discussed further in section 1.9., which focuses on MAT 
pedagogical strategies.  
Before discussing the characteristics of MAT pupils in the EYs, for clarity, 
throughout sections five to nine, I adopt the terminology used by the source(s) to 
which I am referring, which may include ‘MAT’, ‘gifted’ or ‘talented’. Most of the 
literature drawn upon is from the EYs gifted literature, but where appropriate, 
reference is also made to more general gifted literature.  
1.6. Characteristics of young gifted pupils 
This section is divided into two sub-sections. The first sub-section outlines 
common characteristics of young gifted pupils, whilst the second sub-section 
identifies limitations with the ‘typical’ characteristic traits often cited.  
1.6.1. Categories of gifted characteristics  
Rather than providing specific guidance about the characteristics of MAT pupils in 
the EYs, the WGs (ACCAC, 2003) guidance is generic and covers ages three to 
nineteen. The ACCAC (2003) guidance provides two sources of information to 
practitioners: a general MAT characteristic checklist and subject-specific 
checklists. The general checklist focuses almost exclusively on pupils’ cognitive 
and ethical characteristics, whilst the subject-specific checklists contain a broader 
range of characteristics, applicable to each subject area in the curriculum (ACCAC, 
2003: 58-61, 61-70). The EYs literature contains reference to a range of 
characteristics including language, cognitive/intellectual, personal, social, 
emotional/affective, ethical and, to a lesser extent, physical traits. These are 
typically derived from the observations made by parents and/or teachers of gifted 
children.  
The most frequently reported and discussed characteristics of young gifted pupils 
are advanced language skills and cognitive/intellectual proficiency. These include, 
although are not limited to, early speaking and the adoption of expressive and 
sophisticated language (Sankar De-Leeuw, 2004), the ability to retain information 
(Harrison, 2004), learn quickly, process information rapidly, play with complex 
ideas (Morelock 1996 cited in Oğurlu and Çetinkaya, 2012), identify patterns, 
problem solve, think divergently and transfer learning across different domains 
(Gross, 1999, Sankar De-Leeuw, 2004). Many of these characteristics are outlined 
in the ACCAC’s (2003) general checklist. The literature also makes clear that such 
characteristics are not necessarily shared by all gifted children (Mooji, 2013). For 
example, some, particularly those with perfectionist tendencies, may avoid 
ambiguity and complexity (Harrison, 2004) or show intensity (Silverman, 1993). 
Common personal characteristics include intrinsic motivation, task perseverance 
and concentration (Renzulli, 2003, Gross, 1999 cited in Oğurlu and Çetinkaya, 
2012). Some authors argue that gifted children are socially adept, popular 
amongst peers and imbue strong leadership skills (Oğurlu and Çetinkaya, 2012; 
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Hollingworth, 1926 cited in Gross, 1999; Smutny et al., 1997 cited in Gur, 2010). 
Smutny et al. (1997 cited in Gur, 2010) argues they also relate well to adults, often 
seeking their company in preference to the company of their peers. Gross (1999) 
suggests that some gifted children prefer their own company, whilst Sankar-
DeLeeuw (2004) identifies that some find it difficult to make friends, due to lack of 
shared interests or because they’re perceived to be different (Sankar-DeLeeuw, 
2004). Sankar De-Leeuw (2004) further notes that some respond well to praise, 
whilst others do not. Silverman (1993) posits that many gifted children show 
moral sensitivity and ethical decision-making skills, based on justice and fairness, 
leading Dabrowski (1964 cited in Mendaglio and Tillier, 2006) to suggest that they 
could become ethical leaders of the future.  This is linked closely to the emotional 
characteristics of empathy (Lovecky, 1994) and sensitivity for others (Sankar-
DeLeeuw, 2004), which many gifted children are said to possess. There is 
insufficient space to discuss these characteristics, or indeed others, at length here. 
Further information is, therefore, contained in Appendix C. 
‘Precocity’ or precocious ability is a term often employed in EYs gifted literature to 
describe children who perform above expectations or have the potential to if 
provided with appropriate guidance. Morelock and Morrison (1999) state that 
precocity is typically measured as an ability which exceeds expected age-related 
norms, such as those defined by developmentalists like Piaget. Since the FP uses a 
standardised curriculum, precocity might be interpreted as performance which 
exceeds the expected year group’s outcomes, although as evidenced by Estyn’s 
(2011) research, this definition is typically only used in reference to ‘more able’ 
pupils rather than ‘talented’ pupils. Conversely, Cohen and Kim (1999:20) 
determined that young gifted children do not necessarily enter a higher stage of 
development earlier than their peers, rather it’s the quality and breadth of their 
ability within a particular stage that is evident. I explore stages of development in 
more detail when I discuss the theoretical framework in Chapter Two. 
Those holding a positivist ontological orientation (defined in Chapter Three), use 
tools such as labelling, categorising and measurement to understand 
phenomenon in the world. As has been discussed previously, using western norm-
referenced developmental milestones to make judgements about children’s 
ability, capability or anticipated learning trajectories has been contested. The use 
of labels and categories, whilst helpful to some extent for trying to understand a 
complex concept such as giftedness, might also have limitations. These are 
outlined below. 
1.6.2. Limitations and challenges with identifying gifted characteristics  
How one defines giftedness determines who is and who isn’t part of the 
gifted/MAT group. How giftedness is defined is strongly influenced by the types of 
characteristics that are most valued within society (Neussier, 1979 cited in 
Sternberg, 1996). Those adopting the perspective that giftedness is specifically 
related to academic intelligence, will emphasise the importance of children 
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possessing certain intellectual characteristics. However, those with a broader view 
of giftedness, will include academic and non-academic characteristics.  
Sankar De-Leeuw (2004: 201) suggests that although many gifted children share 
common characteristics, such as development ahead of their peers, creativity and 
a strong memory, not all do. Indeed, some children may manifest challenging 
characteristics such as over-excitability, anxiety, (Piechowski, 1979 cited in 
Mendaglio and Tillier, 2006), perfectionism which inhibits risk-taking ability 
(Silverman, 1993, Harrison, 2004) and argumentativeness (Lovecky, 1994). The 
ACCAC (2003) guidance similarly cautions teachers against using characteristic 
checklists too prescriptively in acknowledgement that gifted children are not a 
homogeneous group, and in recognition that not all MAT pupils necessarily 
manifest ‘typical’ MAT characteristics (Gross, 1999; Gur, 2011; Grant, 2013). 
Those children who do not conform to the characteristics identified previously are 
vulnerable of being overlooked/under-identified, and thereby risk underachieving 
(defined as the failure to reach their potential). ‘At risk’ children are identified in 
















Table 1.6.2. Children ‘at risk’ of not being identified as MAT 




Gross (1999) and Grant (2013) state that children who have become adept at 
hiding their skills in order to fit in socially may be overlooked. They suggest 
that this is more likely to occur in exclusively free-play settings, where adult 
support is discouraged. 
Girls Lee (2002) suggests that girls are particularly vulnerable because they are 
more likely to quietly conform and not stand out, and therefore may not be 
properly recognised as gifted. 
Boys Elliott (2000) notes that underachievement in young males tends to happen 
in the EYs and it is closely related to their lack of social skills. This is often 




This term defines children who have (a) special need(s) and who are also 
gifted. Two key concerns are raised by Chamberlin, Buchanan and Vercimark 
(2007). The first acknowledges that these children need to have two 
diagnoses made: one which recognises their special need and another their 
giftedness. They note this happens infrequently, resulting in a lack of 
adequate intervention and support. The second challenge is that their 
disability can often mask their giftedness since their ‘disability may depress 
test scores’, including the results of IQ tests (Chamberlin et al.,2007). 




Haensly and Lee (2000) acknowledge that minority ethnic groups are often 
under-presented and point to cultural bias in tests and bias in teacher 
nominations, who value some qualities, such as sophisticated vocabulary and 






These pupils may be unduly discriminated against where there is an 
overreliance on IQ test scores, test results or a tick-box approach to ‘typical’ 
characteristics. Haensly and Lee (2000) suggest that children from less 
advantaged SES groups are more likely to have had less exposure to social 
capital, such as learning opportunities and resources, than their wealthier 
peers. They suggest that to directly compare the learning behaviours, skills 
and knowledge of these two groups is unfair because it fails to take into 





Teachers may misinterpret a lack of focus or engagement in tasks as inability, 
when a more accurate assessment might be that these traits are indicative of 
a lack of stimulation or boredom in the learning environment. This could be 
the result of a negative relationship between the teacher and child (Mooji, 
2013) or the result of external factors, such as family breakdown, impinging 
upon their concentration levels and ability to learn. 
 
Another challenge in identifying giftedness in young children is raised by Smutny 
(1999) and Lee (2002). They acknowledge that identifying giftedness in young 
children is not easy since they often display asynchronous development. 
Asynchronous development refers to uneven developmental growth in cognitive, 
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emotional, social and physical areas (Smutny, 1999). This concept is not addressed 
in either the ACCAC document (2003) nor the FP text (WG, 2015b). Silverman 
(1993) suggests that a gifted child’s physical development usually corresponds 
closely with ‘normative’ expectations, whereas mental age or cognitive ability 
does not. She suggests the latter is strongly associated with the child’s interests, 
relations with their peers, their learning rate and awareness of the world and thus 
highlights the important role that environmental factors play. She proposed that 
the wider the gap between a child’s cognitive ability and their physical, social or 
emotional abilities, the more vulnerable a child is of facing difficulties fitting in 
with their peers (Silverman, 1993).  
Linked to the issue of identifying who MAT pupils are, is the issue of why it is 
necessary to identify such pupils at all. This is discussed next. 
1.7. Aims of MAT identification 
Identifying MAT pupils in Wales and providing environments to help them thrive is 
based on two key aims: helping individual’s reach their ‘potential’ and ensuring 
that the most vulnerable in society – those in poverty – are provided with 
opportunities which enable them to flourish in the future (ACCAC, 2003, WG, 
2015b). Here there is evidence of policy-makers employing ‘the political warrant’ 
(Cochran-Smith and Fries, 2001 cited in Hyatt, 2013), focused on social justice and 
inclusion, to justify the importance of focusing on this issue. Estyn’s (2011) aim is 
based on raising standards, which employs ‘the accountability warrant’ (Cochran-
Smith and Fries, 2001 cited in Hyatt, 2013). These aims echo those in other key 
Welsh educational policy documents (WG, 2015a; WG, 2015b; WG, 2016).  
EYs gifted writers also employ modes of legitimation (Fairclough, 2003 cited in 
Hyatt, 2013:840) to justify the importance of MAT education, although they 
employ a wider range of warrants, as demonstrated in Table 1.7. Arguably, some 
justifications can fit into more than one category, although I’ve attempted a ‘best 













Table 1.7. Modes of legitimation used to justify MAT identification and provision 
in the EYs 
 Rationalisation Moral Evaluation Mythopoesis 
The value and usefulness 
of social action  
Ideological, focused on 
what is good or desirable 
Cautionary tales of 
advising positive / 
negative outcomes of a 














‘The goal of early 
intervention and 
cultivating through early 
enrichment is to enrich, 
prevent or minimise the 
physical, cognitive, 
emotional, resource 
limitations of gifted 
young children who may 
be disadvantaged by 




It is children’s right and 
entitlement to receive an 
education which enables 
them to fulfil their 




result in children 
becoming bored, 
disruptive and socially 
isolated (Mooji, 2013: 
603). 
Early identification in the 
EYs is important as 
attitudes to learning are 
most malleable at this age 
and can impact upon 
pupils’ perceptions of 
learning throughout the 
rest of their schooling 
(Elliott, 2000). This view is 
shared by Welsh policy-
makers (WG, 2015b). 
It is wrongly perceived 
that gifted children can 
develop without support 
and intervention. Teachers 
play an important role in 
recognising and 
responding to an 
individual’s unique needs 
(Sankar-DeLeeuw, 2004; 
Subotnik et al., 2011; 
Smutny, 1999). 
Ignoring one or more 
developmental aspect can 
have a negative effect on a 
child’s growth (Sankar-
DeLeeuw, 2004). 
‘Early recognition and 
intervention increase the 
probability of future 
extraordinary 
achievement and reduces 
the risk for later social, 
emotional, behavioural 
and educational 
problems’ (Pfeiffer and 
Petscher, 2008:19). 
‘Failure to address 
children’s needs can result 
in frustration and 
behavioural problems 
(Smutny, 1999, Cigman, 
2006). 
 
EYs teachers who 
prioritise social, emotional 
and motor development, 
over intellectual 
development, are not 
responsive to their 
children’s academic needs 
(Kitano, 1982, Gross, 
1999). 
 
Cigman (2006:202, citing Dyson, 2001) argues that there is ‘contradiction in the 
UK and USA to treat all learners as essentially the same and equal and an opposite 
intention to treat them all different’. In some contexts, such as Australia and 
America, authors draw attention to the lack of funding provided to gifted and 
talented pupils and claim policy-makers prioritise ‘equity’, particularly for lower 
SES groups, over ‘excellence’ based on false beliefs that gifted children will be 
further advantaged if additional funding or opportunities are provided to them 
(Rotigel, 2003; Gross, 1999; Grant, 2013). How pertinent these arguments are in 
the Welsh context is debatable. Funding and training have been provided to 
support MAT education at the national level, indicating its importance. However, 
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at the local level, Estyn (2011:17) found that many schools are reluctant to 
allocate additional resources to MAT pupils, despite nearly all providing additional 
resources for pupils with special educational needs.  Funding decisions were said 
to be based on the ‘false perception’ that MAT pupils will achieve expected 
standards without additional provision (Estyn, 2011:18). This concern is raised 
elsewhere in the literature. Positively, Estyn (2011) found no significant difference 
between the achievement of gifted pupils from lower and more privileged SES 
backgrounds, although how it came to such a conclusion is not provided. 
1.7.1. The role of NACE in supporting MAT aims 
NACE a charity, founded in 1983, provides guidance, support and training in the 
field of education for able learners nationally and internationally (NACE, n.d.). At 
the request of the WG they produced Meeting the Challenge (WAG, 2008:23-29) 
guidance, which contains 10 Quality Standards, shown below. A desired aim of 
this document is to improve teachers’ understanding about MAT education and to 
support their practice to enhance MAT learning. This document also contains 
specific criteria for each standard and types of evidence to show implementation.  
Table 1.7.1. 10 NACE Quality Standards  
Std. 1 A whole school strategy, including an action plan, to support MAT pupils 
Std. 2 Identification strategies and criteria 
Std. 3 A target for improvement of the school’s provision and the performance of 
MAT pupils 
Std. 4a The school uses a range of learning styles, teaching approaches and 
organisational strategies to meet the needs of MAT pupils 
Std. 4b The curriculum offers breadth, depth and flexibility to meet the needs of MAT 
pupils 
Std. 4c The provision addresses the pastoral care of MAT pupils as well as their learning 
needs 
Std. 5 Regular reviews to identify underachievement and support individual pupils 
Std. 6 A commitment to improve the skills of all staff in the school to meet the needs 
of MAT pupils 
Std. 7 The school has programmes to support exceptionally able pupils 
Std. 8 The school has a range of appropriate resources including ICT 
Std. 9a Listening to and taking account of the views of MAT young people and 
encouraging them to take responsibility for their own learning 
Std. 9b Listening to and taking account of the views of parents/carers of MAT young 
people, keeping them informed and encouraging them to take responsibility for 
supporting their child’s learning outside school 
Std. 9c Working with partners and stakeholders to enhance the provision for MAT 
pupils 
Std. 10 An effective procedure for monitoring the action plan and assessing the 
effectiveness of the school’s policy for provision for MAT pupils 
 
There is insufficient space to critique the NACE document here, although Estyn 
(2011:26) found that the majority of schools surveyed found the guidance from 
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NACE to be useful in establishing nationally agreed upon standards from which to 
work. This finding was concurred by MTC (2015). 
NACE (n.d.) advocate the following: 
1. Not placing a ‘ceiling’ on how many children can be identified as ‘able’. 
2. Supporting underachieving able children. This view challenges Estyn’s (2011) 
view that able children are those who do exceed end of year curriculum 
outcomes.  
3. Listening to the voices of parents/carers and able children.  
These points concur with ideas discussed elsewhere in the chapter. Having now 
addressed why identifying young MAT pupils is important, and NACEs role in this, I 
move to considering methods for identifying such pupils. 
1.8. Methods to identify MAT pupils 
MTC (2015) sent an e-survey to a nationally representative sample of special 
schools, nurseries, infant, primary and secondary schools, pupil referral units 
(PRUs) and Further Education Institutes (FEIs), to gather data on the existing state 
of MAT provision across Wales. They identified several types of MAT identification 
strategies and asked settings to indicate the ones they used. The results are 
shown in the table below (MTC, 2015: 10, 48). 
Table 1.8. Methods used to identify MAT pupils across Wales 
MAT Identification Methods Frequency  
1. Formative assessments by teachers  95% 
2. Teacher nomination   94% 
3. End of FP / Key Stage summative assessment data  87% 
4. National reading and numeracy test outcomes  86% 
5. Moderation of pupils’ work  71% 
6. Nomination by other professionals e.g. peripatetic music 
teachers  
63% 
7. Subject-specific criteria  63% 
8. Commercial test scores, which assess ‘reading, 
comprehension, spelling, mathematical skills and concepts, 
verbal and non-verbal reasoning and other aspects of 
cognitive ability’ (like cognitive ability tests or CATS) 
53% 
9. Parental / carer nomination  52% 
10. Self-nomination   23% 
11. Peer nomination  21% 
 
For the purpose of this study, it would have been useful had the report 
disaggregated responses and reported the data separately either into school types 
or curriculum phases. This would have shown whether schools working with FP 
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pupils prioritised the use of some strategies over others: a limitation with using 
overall averages is they mask some key differences across phases or institutional 
type. Five identification methods were advocated in the ACCAC document 
(2003:11-18): teacher assessment; standardised tests; statutory tasks and tests; 
self and peer identification; and lastly, the involvement of parents. The data in 
Table 1.8. shows that these methods are used, to varying extents, across Wales. 
What is almost universally acknowledged in the literature, and by Estyn (2011) 
and the ACCAC (2003), is that the most reliable approach for identifying MAT 
pupils is a multiple-methods approach. MTC (2015) did not report whether a 
multiple-methods approach is typically used in practice.  
1.8.1. The reliability of teacher MAT identification judgements  
The results in Table 1.8. indicate that educational institutions in Wales are most 
likely to rely on teachers’ judgement for identifying MAT pupils. Teacher 
identification methods include using formative assessment (1); teacher 
nomination (2); teacher-assessed end of FP outcomes (3); moderation of pupils’ 
work (5); nominations by other educational professionals (6); and using subject-
specific criteria to make judgements (7). As the table indicates, just over half of all 
methods are teacher-determined, including the top three.  
Conflicting views exist about the ability of teachers to accurately identify ability 
and talent in their pupils. Fatouros (1986 cited in Sankar-DeLeew, 2004:173) 
states, ‘teacher’s identification of the gifted has been reportedly more difficult as 
the child’s chronological age decreases’. From the perspective of several US and 
Australian authors, EYs teachers are unable to successfully identify giftedness or 
plan suitable learning activities for gifted pupils because of inadequate training, at 
initial teacher training (ITT) level and within-service (Pfeiffer and Petscher, 2008; 
Lovecky, 1994; Gross, 1999; Grant, 2013; Walsh et al., 2010). Gross (1999) reports 
that many EYs teachers tend to view gifted pupils as a homogenous group, 
without recognising their differing levels of ability. She challenges their preference 
for relying on their own judgements on several counts, including their lack of 
training, their inability to identify pupils who have skilfully learnt to hide their 
abilities and their propensity to confuse pupils with motivation and self-
confidence as pupils who are gifted (Gross, 1999). However, Renzulli (2003) might 
not perceive the last statement as teacher confusion, since in his conception of 
giftedness ‘motivation’ is a necessary trait of ‘task commitment’, which when 
coupled with ‘creativity’ and ‘high ability’ enables gifted behaviours to surface. 
Regarding the use of subject-checklists, Pfeiffer and Petscher (2008) suggest they 
have limited diagnostic utility because teachers are ill-equipped, due to a lack of 
training, to make valid judgements about children’s intellectual abilities.  
In contrast, Bracken and Brown (2008) advocate for the reliability of teacher 
nominations. They suggest that the embedded practice of observation in EYs 
classrooms enables teachers to make informed judgements about the capabilities 
of their pupils. In addition, the time spent with pupils is another factor professed 
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to increase the reliability of teachers’ nominations and judgements. They did, 
however, caution that from the study’s findings teachers’ ratings of children were 
dependent upon their feelings toward the child and further, that they were more 
attuned to students’ verbal skills than to their non-verbal skills (Bracken and 
Brown, 2008). The importance of teacher observation in identifying and 
supporting gifted children was acknowledged by several sources. Harrison (2004), 
for example, stressed the importance of familiar adults observing children in 
familiar contexts to understand the demonstrated and emerging capabilities in 
children. Similarly, Smutny et al. (1997 cited in Gur, 2011) suggested the practice 
of observing a range of behaviours occurring in everyday settings, such as daily 
conversations and activities in class, is the most productive means of tracking the 
ability and progress of gifted pupils in the EYs. Kaplan and Hertzog (2016) 
recommended the use of Reggio Emilio techniques, such as narrative assessment 
and dialogue between teacher and pupil (discussed in section 1.4.). Kaplan and 
Hertzog (2016) suggest these methods are effective for EYs teachers working with 
gifted pupils since they encourage more responsive teaching due to their in-depth 
nature and emphasis on the individual child. Morelock and Morrison (1999) also 
emphasised the importance of teacher observation in the formative assessment 
process, aiding teachers in identifying a child’s ZPD and planning ways to scaffold 
the learner’s next steps. The emphasis on the individual child indicates the 
influence of developmental psychology on the recommendations these authors 
make. This theory has already been discussed and critiqued by scholars such as 
Fleer (2003a) and Burman (2016) earlier in the chapter.  
Summative assessment, which refers to assessing a child’s knowledge and skills 
against specific curriculum standards/outcomes, such as end of Year 2 reports, are 
not features identified in EYs GAT literature. Presumably, this absence is because 
most EYs authors write about pre-school settings which do not use a statutory 
curriculum with specified end of year outcomes. Nominations by other 
professionals is also omitted in the EYs gifted literature. 
I have taken some time to explain how effective teachers’ judgements in 
identifying MAT pupils are perceived to be in the literature since this inquiry 
focuses on teachers’ perspectives. Despite some of the challenges raised about 
teachers’ identification abilities, I felt that the teachers involved in this study 
would be knowledgeable about identifying MAT pupils and skilled pedagogues in 
addressing their educational needs, since these are requirements for achieving, 
and then maintaining, the NACE ‘Challenge Award’ status.  
1.8.2. The reliability of non-teacher methods of MAT identification 
National literacy and numeracy tests are rated highly (4th), although it is unclear 
whether FP teachers value tests as much as other teachers. Just over 50% of 
schools indicated using cognitive ability tests (8), although it is unclear whether 
they are utilised in the FP. The EYs gifted literature makes specific reference to IQ 
tests rather than to summative tests which assess pupils on what they have been 
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taught. The role of cognitive ability tests to identify pupils’ actual or potential 
capabilities is contested in the literature. Gross (1999) felt IQ tests could support 
EYs teachers in identifying pupils who had learnt to hide their skills, and who 
were, therefore, at risk of being overlooked. However, IQ tests have been 
criticised for too narrowly focusing on analytical skills at the expense of creative 
and practical measures (Sternberg, 1996). Since IQ tests measure academic 
proficiency, they would be unsuitable for identifying ‘talented’ pupils in the Welsh 
context. There is insufficient space to discuss the reliability of IQ tests in the EYs 
further. More information can be found in Appendix D.  
The role of self, peer and parent nominations were the least popular methods of 
identification reported by Welsh staff (Table 1.8). Within EYs gifted literature, the 
role of self and peer nominations is not mentioned. However, as shown in 
Appendix D, the role of parental nomination and its reliability is strongly 
advocated and deemed more reliable than teacher judgements (Gross, 1999; 
Smutny, 1999; Williams, 2003; Sankar-DeLeeuw, 2004; Oğurlu and Çetinkaya, 
2012; Walsh and Kemp, 2012; Mooji, 2013; Cosar, Cetinkaya and Cetinkay, 2015).   
1.8.3. Data collection 
Estyn (2011) wrote that identifying pupils’ current or potential strengths and 
abilities is crucial if teaching is to be responsive in addressing pupils’ next steps in 
learning. MTC (2015: 20-23) found that whilst many schools systematically tracked 
academic performance, using a range of data to plan useful interventions and to 
closely monitor pupils’ progress, there was limited evidence that the same was 
applied to talented pupils. The types of data collected were not specified. A 
potential implication of not collecting data for talented pupils, is that they might 
not have the same opportunities for support given to them as other pupils.  
Having now considered some of the ways in which MAT pupils are identified in 
Wales, I next discuss the strategies recommended to support their learning. The 
importance of this is summed up by Haensly and Lee (2000:148):  
parental, familial and school expectations and provision provide 
opportunities, boundaries and limitations for the development of each 
child’s potential. 
1.9. Recommended strategies for MAT EYs pupils  
As has already been stated, play is advocated in the FP as an appropriate strategy 
for all young children, irrespective of their ability levels, talents or cultural 
backgrounds (WG, 2015b: 3-9). In reporting the strategies used by practitioners in 
Wales to educate MAT pupils, neither Estyn (2011) nor MTC (2015) identified the 
role of play. Play is also absent in the MAT guidance published by the ACCAC 
(2003) - although admittedly, the FP was not in existence at the time of 
publication.   
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This section is divided into two parts. In the first, I review the role of play for 
gifted pupils in the academic literature. Thereafter, alternative strategies for 
addressing MAT pupils’ needs are highlighted. The strategies have been placed 
into a table format to compare opinions across a range of sources, including the 
ACCAC (2003), Estyn (2011), MTC (2015), the FP (WG, 2015b) and the academic 
literature. The literature selected is primarily related to the EYs / early primary, 
with the exception of grouping strategies, where I draw reference to the research 
of Boaler, William and Brown (2000) who studied and compared the learning of 
adolescent pupils in mixed ability and ability-set Maths classes in England and 
Marsh et al. (1995) who studied upper primary and adolescent GAT pupils. The 
role of teacher interactions and community partnerships in supporting MAT 
development is discussed in the second sub-section.  
1.9.1. Play as a MAT strategy 
Very little reference is made to play in the EYs gifted literature. Where play is 
mentioned, it is rarely defined and it is typically used as a passing reference, 
either endorsing play’s perceived value for gifted pupils or outlining its perceived 
limitations. Kitano (1982) and Kaplan and Hertzog (2016) emphasised the value of 
play for gifted learners, suggesting that play helps children develop their cognitive 
skills by enabling them to play with ideas and to apply their learning in naturalistic 
ways, thus reflecting a developmental understanding of play. However, besides 
this specific endorsement for play, nothing more was said about the concept of 
‘play’ or its characteristics in either article.  In studying the play behaviours of 
children Silverman (1993) found that many young gifted children like to play 
alone, whilst Kitano (1985 cited Sankar-DeLeeuw, 2004) found that a key trait in 
gifted children was the spontaneous incorporation of academic activities into 
their free play, understood as play selected by the child.  
Stoltz et al. (2015) and Morelock and Walsh (1999) both advocate for the 
importance of fantasy / pretend play for gifted children. Stoltz et al. (2015) 
suggest that this kind of play allows children to build upon their own experiences 
and to express themselves creatively. Fleer (2011, 2015) advocated for the 
promotion of imaginative play as a means of enabling children to achieve the 
academic outcomes featured in contemporary KGs, in section 1.4.3.3, although 
not in specific reference to MAT children. Morelock and Walsh (1999) argue that 
in pretend play gifted children show sophistication by viewing it through a more 
complex lens compared to their peers. Despite these named benefits of play, no 
further discussion of play was attempted in their article, nor Stoltz et al.’s (2015). 
Beisser, Gillespie and Thacke’s (2013:29-31) study sought the play perspectives of 
over 160 American GAT children. They found overwhelming support that GAT 
pupils in Grades 5-6 (aged ten-twelve) value and appreciate time to play at school 
and home. Children rated the social aspect of play, enabling them to spend quality 
time with their friends, most strongly.  Regarding play activities, their study found 
that males favoured outdoor physical play, such as building dens, cycling and 
playing ball, more highly than females. Females, however, rated social play more 
highly than physical and cognitive forms of play, such as chess, board games and 
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brain teasers (Beisser et al., 2013:30). 98% of pupils surveyed said play helped 
them to learn and 100% cited the affective benefits of play, including feeling 
happy, relieving stress and reducing boredom (Beisser et al., 2013). The features 
of play GAT children most valued in this study are features which are meant to be 
at the ‘heart’ of the FP (WG, 2015b: 8) – the AOL, ‘Personal and Social 
Development, Well Being and Cultural Diversity’.  Although these pupils are older 
than children in the FP, what this study indicates is that play is valued and 
endorsed by GAT pupils in primary school. Conversely, Walsh et al. (2010) 
suggested that play is problematic for young gifted children: difficulties may be 
encountered by pupils in finding playmates of a similar intellectual level or the 
play of regular peers may be viewed as unsophisticated. They suggested that 
these challenges might be mediated if pupils are provided with opportunities to 
play with older peers of a similar intellectual ability. Grant (2013) and Gross 
(1999) proposed that play alone is not responsive to gifted children’s intellectual 
needs, and should, therefore, be balanced with other activities, such as inquiry-
based learning, to support their cognitive development. Inquiry and higher-order 
thinking skills were embedded within the conceptualisations of play proposed by 
Hedges and Cooper (2016) and Fleer (2011, 2015). 
Grant (2013) raises concerns about EYs teachers who accept developmental 
norms, where teachers prioritise children’s social-emotional development over 
their cognitive development. Grant (2013) stresses that teachers who prioritise 
social-emotional learning over cognitive learning may fail to fully realise a child’s 
intellectual capability because they are not looking for it, which may result in 
creating an academic barrier for the child. Rotigel (2003) and Gross (1999) suggest 
that EYs teachers who preclude pupils from accessing tasks which promote 
higher-order thinking skills or activities, such as worksheets, however well-
intentioned, may fail to be responsive to the child’s individual needs. Since the FP 
(WG, 2015b) curriculum encourages cognitive development, the issue of its 
exclusion is not likely to be a concern in the Welsh context, although the balance 
between cognitive development and other types of development might 
considering the findings of empirical work undertaken (see section 1.4.2.3.3). 
What is evident in this section is that all authors acknowledge the importance of 
higher-order thinking skills, including creativity for advancing gifted children’s 
learning.  Disagreement concerns the methods/strategies which best support the 
development of children’s inquiry, problem-solving and creative skills.  
1.9.2. Additional MAT strategies  
Since the title of this inquiry asks whether ‘play is the most suitable pedagogical 
strategy for MAT pupils’, other strategies recommended for MAT pupils ought to 
be acknowledged. Table 1.9.2. identifies and defines seven commonly 
recommended MAT strategies and shows the extent to which each strategy is 
endorsed across a range of literature and Welsh sources. Appendix E provides a 
more comprehensive table as there is insufficient space in the main body to 
discuss these strategies in further depth.  
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Table 1.9.2. MAT strategies                                                                                                                                      Key 
 
 
Individualised learning is promoted in the FP (WG, 2015b) on condition that all curriculum outcomes are addressed. 
This is the most frequently cited strategy for meeting MAT pupils needs in EYs gifted literature.
Readiness refers to the point at which children are cognitively, pyschologically and emotionally ready to learn new information or skills. 
Gardner's Multiple Intelligences (MIs include linguistic, logical-mathematical, spatial, musical, kinaesthetic, interpersonal, intrapersonal and existential) 
and VARK (visual, auditory, read/write, kinesthetic) are examples of learning profiles (Galitis, 2007). Galitis (2007) writes that there is almost universal 
acceptance of Gardner’s MIs theory by teachers.
Differentiation
Tomlinson (1995, 2014) states that teachers can differentiate the content (material to be learnt), process (strategies used), products (how the learning is 
demonstrated) and the learning environment to meet children’s needs, according to pupils’ readiness levels, interests and learning profiles (sometimes 








The starting point  for planning is not according to what the written curriculum requires, but according to children's individual needs.  Information about a 
child's current knowledge, skills, interests and areas for development provide the foundation for devising a tailor-made, individualised program. Teachers 






Grade / Year 
Skipping and 
tracking (US) / 
streaming (UK)
Grade / Year skipping is a strategy where pupils by-pass a particular year group because they require more demanding work than their chronological 
peers.
Tracking or streaming refers to grouping pupils based on their general ability across all subjects.  Pupils are then placed into tracks or streams 
(sometimes called sets in UK secondary schools). For example, set / track / stream 1 would be the highest performing pupils in the year group.
Grouping 
Strategies
There are many types of grouping arrangements that a teacher can employ, including ability-based groups (setting), mixed-ability groups, interest-based 
groups, groups based on learning profiles and cooperative learning groups (where each individual is assigned a specific role and in order to complete the 
task, everyone must fulfil their role). The pupils within these grouping arrangements may be teacher selected and / or child selected. 
This strategy involves removing MAT pupils from their regular class for a specific amount of time e.g. every week or a couple of times per term. Classes 
may take place within the school or off-site. In pull-out classes they work with other gifted pupils, who may be pupils of the same age or different ages. 







Challenging tasks include open-ended activities and opportunities to use higher order thinking (HOT) skills, such as Bloom's Taxonomy. Creativity, 
evaluation and analysis are identified as the top three HOT skills in Bloom's amended taxonomy and can improve pupils' learning by allowing them to 
engage with content at a deeper level. Galitis (2007) acknowledges that Bloom's Taxonomy is popularly adopted by teachers for planning purposes.
Enrichment 
Activities
This refers to opportunities that enable pupils to access learning (content, skills or activities) which are not usually available in the regular classroom or 
part of the regular curriculum. Enrichment may take place within-class or as an extra-curricular activity. Within class, enrichment activities may consist of 















Table 1.9.2. illustrates that across a range of sources, there is consensus that four 
strategies: a personalised/individualised approach to learning, differentiation, 
enrichment activities and challenging, higher-order thinking skills (HOTs) are 
advocated for supporting MAT pupils’ learning. As identified in Table 1.3.2. earlier 
in the chapter the FP (WG, 2015b:4-5) advocates that children’s learning is 
‘challenging’ and ‘creative’, although these terms were not defined.  In Table 
1.9.2. creativity is understood to be the highest order skill. Creativity is not simply 
an aptitude in the expressive domains of music, dance and art, but a cognitive 
skill, involving one’s ability to play with ideas, to imagine, to find solutions to 
problems and to suggest alternative possibilities by manipulating information in a 
variety of ways. As mentioned in section 1.9.1. several authors postulated that 
creativity and challenge could be enhanced through gifted children’s engagement 
in imaginative play, although others felt that alternative strategies, such as 
worksheets and inquiry might better support their learning.  
References to ‘readiness’, ‘interests’, ‘ability’, ‘maturity levels’ and 
‘communication preferences’ in the FP (WG, 2015b:3-5), align very closely with 
the definition of differentiation provided in Table 1.9.2. by Tomlinson (1995, 
2014).  The FP (WG, 2015b:5) further advocates that ‘children should experience a 
variety of learning and teaching styles’. Guidance for supporting MAT pupils’ 
learning in the FP is very limited; it recommends providing opportunities for 
‘independent learning’, ‘breadth and depth of study’ and increasing the level of 
demand ‘through the development and application of thinking, and 
communication, ICT and number skills across the curriculum’ (WG, 2015b: 5). The 
last point clearly emphasises WG strategic priorities. These suggestions could be 
categorised as examples of ‘differentiation’, ‘enrichment activities’ and/or 
‘personalised learning’. The limitations of a focus on the individual and their 
‘needs’ and ‘readiness’ was undertaken in section 1.4. 
Finally, Table 1.9.2. demonstrates that there is a lack of consensus about the 
effectivity of pull-out intervention programs, grouping strategies, year/grade 
promotions and tracking/streaming strategies for MAT learners across all 
educational phases. These strategies are not mentioned in the FP (WG, 2015b). 
1.9.2.1. Teacher interactions 
In addition to specific strategies teachers might use to support their pupils’ 
learning, their interactions with pupils also play an important role. The common 
perception amongst teachers that able children do not require adult assistance is 
challenged by Haensly and Lee (2000), Eyre et al. (2002) and Mooji (2013) who 
emphasise that support is necessary to guide their development. Attentiveness, 
warmth and a nurturing demeanour are also cited as important adult traits. Eyre 
et al. (2002) and Mooji (2013) proposed that the socio-relational environment is 
just as important as the physical environment - which is concerned with the layout 
of the classroom and pupils’ access to a wide variety of stimulating resources. 
These attributes are cited as important process quality indicators in the 
sociocultural play literature (Anning et al., 2004). Eyre et al. (2002) found that 
successful teachers of GAT pupils are those who: 
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• Are aware of their pupils’ needs and believe they are entitled to 
adequate teacher time in order to have their needs met.  
• Have high expectations. 
• Model expectations. 
• Use more demanding technical, as well as general, vocabulary.  
• Ask open-ended and probing questions to encourage deeper thinking and 
provide pupils with adequate ‘think time’. 
• Encourage pupils to ask questions of their own. 
• Provide pupils with ample opportunities to lead their own learning and to 
make their own choices.  
Williams (2003) found that teachers who engaged in meta-language or metatalk, 
such as ‘explain how you know’, with their GAT pupils also positively supported 
their learning.  
1.9.2.2. Community Partnerships 
MTC (2015: 20-23) reported that two-thirds of schools worked successfully with 
other organisations, such as other schools, Higher Education Institutes, STEM 
providers, community sports and cultural organisations, to provide community-
based enrichment opportunities for MAT pupils. The extent to which FP teachers 
use community-partnerships to enhance learning is difficult to determine as this 
was not separately reported. The ACCAC (2003:40-46) recommends that schools 
share expertise between themselves; establish partnerships with local businesses 
and industries; use local experts and professional people; mentor and participate 
in a wide range of events - features which are intended to become more 
prominent in the new curriculum for Wales (WG, 2015a). In contrast, EYs gifted 
literature places a greater emphasis on providing opportunities for pupils to 
engage in a variety of learning within class and a greater emphasis on teachers 
establishing strong partnerships with parents (section 1.9.2.2.) as opposed to 
establishing links with other schools and agencies to enhance learning.  
Summary 
In this chapter I used CDA and CPA (Hyatt, 2013) as a framework for constructing 
and then deconstructing the core Welsh policy documents related to the EYs and 
MAT education. I demonstrated that the aims of the FP curriculum and MAT 
education in Wales are closely aligned - with a focus on raising standards and 
ensuring social justice, particularly for those children from less advantaged SES 
backgrounds. In deconstructing the policy narratives, I identified and critiqued the 
beliefs and ideas underpinning Welsh policy and the strategies they endorse. I 
indicated that both MAT and EYs Welsh policy are informed by two narratives of 
developmental psychology – developmental constructivism (albeit modified to 
accommodate contemporary concerns related to outcomes) and sociocultural 
theory. I also indicated that in contemporary EYs gifted literature and amongst 
several prominent play-researchers, a greater endorsement for sociocultural 
theory is evident - particularly concerning the key role of adults play in promoting 
children’s learning and development. In the next chapter, the theoretical 
framework, the theories of Piaget and Vygotsky are discussed in greater depth. 
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CHAPTER TWO: THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
Introduction 
Burman (2016:243, 241) identifies that despite a rising interest in ‘Vygotskian 
approaches’ within the field of developmental psychology, and an academic 
climate which largely downplays Piaget’s importance, Piaget nonetheless ‘remains 
the dominant psychological resource for professionals who want to know about 
how children think’; indeed, she states that ‘no nurse, social worker, counsellor or 
teacher will complete her training without learning about Piaget’s stage model of 
cognitive development’. As indicated in the Introduction, the FP curriculum draws 
upon both Piaget’s theory of developmental-constructivism and Vygotsky’s 
sociocultural theory (Maynard et al., 2013 cited in Taylor et al., 2015b). Hence, the 
focus of this chapter is a greater exploration of these two theories. I consider their 
views about how cognition develops and their perspectives about the role of play 
and the role of adults in supporting this development. Piaget’s theory is discussed 
in section one, before proceeding to Vygotsky’s theory in section two. In section 
three, I consider the implications of their theories on this study. This includes 
comparing their perspectives and relating their theories to what is highlighted in 
the FP (WG, 2015b) curriculum and in MAT education. Whilst Wales has merged 
these two approaches together, there is disagreement amongst psychologists and 
educators as to how closely aligned their perspectives are (Lourenço, 2012; 
Shayer, 2003; Matusov and Hayes, 2000).  
2.1. Piaget’s developmental-constructivism theory 
Piaget is credited with recognising that  
‘children’s thinking is qualitatively different from that of adults, that 
different ways of thinking predominate at different ages and that these 
correspond with progressively more adequate ways of organising 
knowledge’ (Burman, 2016:243). 
His view that children think and interact in the world in ways which are different 
from adults, challenged the prevailing view at the time which saw children as 
miniature adults (Allen and Gordon, 2011).  Despite being credited as the 
originator of stage theory, Burman (2016) argues that stage sequences were 
already in wide circulation by the beginning of the twentieth century. 
Nevertheless, he is credited with being ‘instrumental in importing’ evolutionary 
theory into psychology (Burman, 2016:244). Piaget, a biologist by training, was 
concerned with identifying the origins and growth of knowledge of the human 
species and providing a general account of what he regarded as the ‘natural 
development’ of children’s mental skills over time (Benson et al., 2012, Burman, 
2016). He understood the ability of humans to reason, create, innovate and to use 
language and tools, as the result of hardwiring or genetics in the evolutionary 
process (Benson et al., 2012). His view that innate, internal, biological factors 
were the key determinant impacting upon an individual’s cognitive development 
was in opposition to the dominant behaviourist paradigm of the time that 
emphasised the role of environmental factors (Allen and Gordon, 2011).   
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Through the use of Piagetian tasks - qualitative techniques of observation and 
psychotherapeutic interviewing9, Piaget formulated his theory of learning (Benson 
et al., 2012, Lourenço, 2012). Burman (2016:246) writes that Vygotsky, although 
critical of Piaget’s inattention to language and culture in explaining the 
development of cognition, regarded his method as his most important 
contribution. Burman (2016) contrasts the methodological focus adopted in 
Anglo-US contexts with that used by Piaget and the continuing Geneva-based 
research centre, to highlight how his theory has been selectively interpreted. For 
example, she argues Piaget was opposed to developing standardised forms of 
assessment or accelerating development which became a key focus of US 
research (Burman, 2016). Furthermore, she argues Piaget was not concerned with 
concept acquisition, a common feature in contemporary EYs policy, but with how 
children accord their judgements as knowledge, belief or opinion (Burman, 
2016:248). Finally, she argues that the research process adopted by British and US 
psychologists which regards the context and role of experimenter as neutral 
contrasts with Piaget’s view that the experimenter’s observation is the dependent 
variable rather than the child (Burman, 2016:247). 
Several challenges have been levied against the use of Piagetian methods. This 
includes the unrepresentative sample of children used in his studies; the nature of 
some of the tasks used which were not necessarily relatable to children, such as 
‘what would ‘x’ see if they were standing on the mountain?’; and the role of the 
interviewers who did not always make sure that the children understood the task 
clearly. These design flaws may have depressed children’s scores, leading to an 
underestimation of their true abilities (Allen and Gordon, 2011). Furthermore, 
other studies have indicated that children and adults often perform inconsistently 
on tasks and that slight modifications to task characteristics can alter performance 
considerably – these findings, thus challenge ‘the idea of the successive 
emergence of distinct and coherent structures of thinking’ (Burman, 2016:247).   
Below, I provide an overview of Piaget’s Four Stages of Development. As many of 
the limitations of developmental-constructivism were identified in the previous 
chapter, only limitations not previously identified will be addressed. Thereafter, 
the role of play and the role of educators in supporting children’s cognitive 
growth from a Piagetian perspective are discussed. 
2.1.1.  Four Stages of Development 
Piaget concluded that intelligence develops across four stages. He proposed that a 
child is only able to proceed onto the next stage once the previous stage has been 
mastered. His theory emphasised the sequential nature of learning - proposing 
that stages are universal. From birth to infancy, the first stage or ‘sensorimotor 
stage’, Piaget argued that children learn primarily through their senses and 
through physical action or movement. In the second stage, the ‘pre-operational 
stage’, the child is beginning to use symbols and language and starts to arrange 
objects logically, such as by height or colour. They also become interested in 
 
9 This technique asked children questions in order to try and understand how they had 
arrived at their answers on tasks given (that is, their internal thought processes).  
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asking ‘why’ questions. In the third stage, the ‘concrete operational’ stage, Piaget 
believed children become less egocentric and become capable of performing 
logical operations with the use of concrete objects. In the final stage, ‘formal 
operational’, Piaget concluded that children no longer need to manipulate objects 
since they now have the ability to think and reason internally. He stressed that at 
this phase children can think hypothetically, discuss abstract thoughts and use 
their imagination differently (Feldhusen, 2004). Approximate ages for when 
children move through each stage are: 1) birth - two years, 2) two - seven years, 
3) seven - eleven years and 4) twelve+ years (Allen and Gordon, 2011).  
Piaget theorised that the movement from one stage to the next is a result of 
maturation and progression through the processes of assimilation, 
accommodation and equilibrium (Feldhusen, 2004). Assimilation is the process 
where new information is incorporated into existing schemas. Benson et al. (2002) 
define schemas as a mental structure which organises all past experiences, ideas, 
perceptions and actions in preparation for future experiences. If existing 
knowledge or skills need to be modified during the process of assimilation, then 
accommodation is required.  If accommodation is successful then a state of 
equilibrium is achieved; however, where the existing schemas are inadequate for 
coping with new situations or new knowledge, a child is in a state of cognitive 
disequilibrium, and thus the schemas require further development in order to 
accommodate the new information (Benson et., 2002, Feldhusen, 2004). The 
concept of cognitive disequilibrium has become associated with the concept of 
readiness, which was critiqued at length in the previous chapter.  
Regarding activities to support children’s personal development, Piaget 
recommended active exploration, discovery and sensory learning (where all 
senses are engaged in exploring the environment); encouraging children to follow 
their needs and interests; access to open-ended tasks; and opportunities for play 
(Allen and Gordon, 2011). These features have become to be known as 
developmentally appropriate practices (DAPs) (Kaplan and Hertzog, 2016), and as 
evidenced in the previous chapter, are features of the FP framework (WG, 2015b: 
3-4). Matusov and Hayes (2000:219) identify that Piaget was sceptical of 
partnership activities involving a task or idea presented which is understood by 
one partner, but too challenging for the other to comprehend. He felt that in this 
situation it would simply lead to one partner imposing their point of view on the 
other. This contrasts with Vygotsky’s view who held that a child’s full 
understanding in a new task was not necessary since understanding develops over 
time (Matusov and Hayes, 2000:219).  
2.1.1.1. Challenges against developmental theory  
Feldhusen (2004) has noted that numerous studies involving different cultures 
and communities across the world have shown widespread support for Piaget’s 
conclusions about the first stage. Regarding the other stages, however, 
environmental and cultural factors have been found to play a more significant role 
(Feldhusen, 2004). These were discussed in the previous chapter. Feldhusen 
(2004) accepts the idea that stages are universal but suggests that the fourth 
stage may not be achieved by everyone. The view that logical, scientific thinking is 
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the pinnacle is contested by Burman (2016). She considers this understanding a 
reflection of Piaget’s personal and professional bias (he was a biologist) and a 
western bias - which values logic, rationality and the scientific method over other 
forms of knowing. Finally, Piaget’s view that children are egocentric in the early 
stages has also been widely scrutinised and challenged based on empirical studies 
with young children (Matusov and Hayes, 2000).   
Although Piaget briefly worked with Alfred Binet, the creator of the quantitative 
Stanford-Binet IQ test, his interest was not in comparing levels of intelligence 
between children, or their individual differences, rather his concern was capturing 
the general ‘specifies’ (Feldhusen, 2004).  Nonetheless, Feldhusen (2004) states 
that Piaget did recognise that some children progressed through the stages at a 
quicker rate than others. In discussing academically gifted learners, Smutny (1999) 
and Grant (2013) propose that most EYs educators hold normative views about 
children’s development based on fixed notions of ages/stages which influences 
the decisions they make about the types of provision they offer to young children. 
A consequence of this, they argue, is that EYs educators may inadvertently act as 
a barrier to a child’s learning when they refuse them access to tasks or materials 
which they deem ‘developmentally inappropriate’. Smutny (1999) and Grant 
(2013) consider this practice a consequence of ideological decision-making. 
Whilst Piaget has been criticised for focusing too much on the genetic role of 
development and ignoring the social-environmental factors on development, 
Feldhusen (2004), DeVries (2000) and Lourenço (2012) note that Piaget didn’t 
ignore these factors, but that he didn’t see them as significant as the internal-
biological. Another criticism of Piaget’s theory is that he focused too much on 
children’s thought processes without sufficient acknowledgement of their social 
and emotional development (Allen and Gordon, 2011).  
As play is the topic of focus for this study, I turn now to considering Piaget’s view 
about the role of play in development, before considering the role he felt teachers 
should have in children’s learning. 
2.1.2. Play 
‘Play is the work of childhood’  
This quote is commonly attributed to Piaget (Krull, 2010, Samuelsson and 
Carlsson, 2008), yet the source reference is never provided. Unlike Bergen (1998) 
and Wing (1995) who suggested a dichotomous view of ‘play’ and ‘work’, 
Samuelsson and Carlsson (2008) regard children’s play as their main role or 
function.  Piaget viewed play as having a primary role in supporting children’s 
intellectual development, which is echoed in the FP (WG, 2015b: 3). Since Piaget 
viewed childhood as a cherished phase in one’s life, away from the pressures of 
adult life (Benson et al., 2012), he would likely oppose the contemporary 
emphasis on standards, targets and outcomes, in the educational rhetoric of 
several countries, including Wales (WG, 2015a, WG, 2015b). Burman (2016) writes 
that he was sceptical of standardised assessments – albeit for research purposes, 
which provides support for this judgement. 
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In the ‘sensorimotor stage’ play is understood to be functional. Here children 
practice by repeating actions such as shaking or banging. In the ‘pre-operational 
stage’ play is deemed representational or symbolic and includes construction play 
and dramatic play. Objects may be used for purposes other than what they were 
intended for, so a spade might become an entrance to a fortress, or a box used to 
represent a table, for example. Play will likely be characterised by fantasy and 
make-believe, since children are believed to be guided by their intuition and 
imagination rather than logic at this stage. Moving into the third and fourth 
stages, play is characterised by game-play: play concerned with rules, structures 
and social interactions. Play may be cooperative, where children assign roles to 
each other and play according to the rules of that role or it may be competitive. 
Examples of cooperative play include board games or team sports (Allen and 
Gordon, 2011). Englebright-Fox (2008) has written that Piaget understood play as 
assimilation and an act which is ‘autotelic’: that is, engaged in for its own sake and 
for its own reward. She also suggests that Piaget understood play as enabling 
children to practice things previously learned, but not necessarily resulting in the 
formation of new cognitive structures (Englebright-Fox, 2008).   
2.1.3. The role of the adult 
‘When you teach a child something you take away forever the 
 chance of discovering it for himself’ (Piaget, 1972) 
 
Piaget emphasised the role of the child in acquiring (or constructing) knowledge 
for himself/herself. As the quote above demonstrates, the role of the adult is not 
intended as instructor, but as facilitator - one who guides and supports pupils’ 
self-discovery (Allen and Gordon, 2011). Since Piaget believed that children 
learned more deeply through active engagement, rather than passive listening or 
observation, one of the roles that adults in school have is setting up learning 
opportunities that encourage self-discovery, such as experiments and 
investigations (Benson et al., 2012). He also believed that teachers should provide 
opportunities for children to work with their peers and to ask their own questions. 
Piaget believed that through their interactions with others, a child’s moral values 
(such as reciprocity and justice) are developed (Benson et al., 2012). He also 
placed greater importance on the process of learning, as opposed to the end 
result, and thus, advocated for schools to develop their pupils’ creative, 
innovative and thinking capacities, rather than simply transmitting knowledge 
(Benson et al., 2012).  
The portrayal of children as primarily solitary, autonomous and independent in 
developing their intelligence has been challenged on the premise that it 
underplays the important contributions of others (e.g. parents, teachers and 
peers), who model, guide and shape children’s development. Vygotsky was one 
such critic. He proposed an explanation for the development of cognition centred 
around the importance of society and culture in shaping children’s intelligence: 




2.2. Vygotsky: sociocultural theory 
Vygotsky posited that human development exists on three levels: the cultural, 
interpersonal and individual, and that there is interplay between these three 
levels (Benson et al. 2012). He argued that through interaction with the 
sociocultural environment, an individual’s ‘elementary mental functions’ namely: 
attention, sensation, perception and memory, can be developed into more 
sophisticated mental processes/strategies, which he called ‘higher mental 
functions’ (McLeod, 2014). He theorised that such learning occurs through 
mediation. Mediation refers to one’s ability to be able to understand their 
environment and function in it. This is achieved using tools (such as books, toys, 
pencils or equipment) and signs (such as language and pretend play) (Vygotsky, 
1987 cited in Lourenço, 2012). Tools and signs, although culturally bound (which 
results in differences across cultures), are said to enable children to use their 
mental functions more effectively (McLeod, 2014).  Vygotsky argued that only 
through the participation of speech (understood as the result of combining the 
processes of perception with the processes of internal thought) (Zaporozhets, 
2002) can higher-order thinking be developed (Allen and Gordon, 2011). Allen and 
Gordon (2011) identify that his emphasis on social interaction and spoken 
dialogue to support learning has had a lasting legacy in education. Vygotsky’s 
(1978 cited in Lourenço, 2012: 285) concept of sociogenesis attempts to 
understand the development of higher mental processes, such as logical thinking, 
and is described as such: 
Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on 
the social level, and later, on the individual; first between people 
(interpsychological) and then inside the child, (intrapsychological).  
His theory is sometimes called ‘outside-in’, emphasising the role of the collective 
and interpersonal in the social context upon the intrapersonal (Lourenço, 2012). 
In contrast, Piaget’s theory is ‘inside-out’ where genetics and biology guide 
intelligence to a greater extent than the environment (Lourenço, 2012). The social 
context is said to be strongly influenced by culturally-bound beliefs, values, 
dialogue and behaviours, which then shape an individual’s learning. Thus, more 
acknowledgement is attributed to the social influence on learning in Vygotsky’s 
theory than Piaget’s: a social influence which can either constrain or unleash 
opportunities for children to learn. 
2.2.1. Play 
‘In play, a child always behaves beyond his average age, above his daily behaviour, 
in play it is as though he were a head taller than himself’  
Vygotsky (1967:16) 
The quote above illustrates Vygotsky’s belief that a child’s engagement with play 
results in a Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) for the child (Matusov and 
Hayes, 2000). As discussed in the Introduction, the ZPD describes ‘the distance 
between the (child’s) actual developmental level as determined by independent 
problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through 
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problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable 
peers’ (Vygotsky, 1935/1978: 86 cited in DeVries, 2000: 195). Unlike the different 
types of play described in Piaget’s framework, Vygotsky very specifically referred 
to make-believe or fantasy play (Bodrova, 2008). Vygotsky saw this form of play as 
being instrumental in developing children’s social and cognitive competencies 
(Frost, Wortham and Reifel, 2008, Bodrova, 2008), describing it as a ‘leading 
source of development in preschool years’ (Vygotsky, 1967:6). Vygotsky (1967: 10, 
17) suggested that children below the age of three were unable to imagine and 
that imaginary play becomes superseded by one type of activity - athletic game-
play - by school age (Vygotsky, 1967:10, 17), which is seven years old in Russia 
(DeVries, 2000).  
Vygotsky hypothesised that pretend play involved a unique preparation for 
transition to school in two ways (Duncan and Tarulli, 2003). First, he proposed 
that the substitution of objects in play for something else (e.g. a stick for a horse), 
plays an important step in the development of semiotic mediation (which refers 
to the appropriation and use of signs described above). He suggested that the 
object, called a pivot, is used because at this stage a child cannot separate 
thought from objects: that is to imagine a horse, he must have something that 
represents it, such as a stick (Vygotsky, 1967:13). For this reason, he considered 
play a transitional stage between objects and ideas (Vygotsky, 1967:13). 
According to Vygotsky, by the end of preschool a child is able to appreciate, due 
to their involvement in play, the difference between situations in thought (or that 
which is imagined) and real situations – a cognitive awareness which enables 
them to engage in more abstract thinking (Duncan and Tarulli, 2003: 286). Second, 
Vygotsky stated that engagement in sociodramatic play involves an active 
appropriation of sociocultural rules which also influences cognitive development 
(Duncan and Tarulli, 2003: 27).  He challenged the assumption that play was 
entirely spontaneous and instead argued that pretend play is ‘contingent on 
players abiding by a set of rules’ (Bodrova, 2008: 359). The rules are child-created 
and relate to the specific roles they each take on (Frost et al, 2008). Vygotsky 
(1967:14) argued that in play, a child’s greatest self-control and restraint occurs, 
with the rule becoming the strongest impulse. He provides an example of a child 
who can resist eating candy if the candy represents something else in the game. In 
the FP, a Vygotskian influence is apparent where it states children learn the ‘rules 
of social behaviour’ and become ‘self-aware’ when they play (WG, 2015b: 4). 
Englebright-Fox, (2008) states that for Vygotsky, play enables children both to 
practice what they already know and to acquire new knowledge through their 
social interactions with peers. It also enables children to present their internal 
thoughts through their use of language and to practice and use what they have 
learnt from others (Bodrova, 2008, Shayer, 2003).  
Allen and Gordon (2011) suggest that since Vygotsky died in an untimely manner, 
his theory about play remained more suggestive than complete. DeVries (2000: 
195) further notes that Vygotsky ‘never specified clearly the forms of social 
assistance that constitute guidance to learners’ in his discussion of the ZPD.   
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2.2.2. The role of the adult 
The role of adults in the learning process is more direct in Vygotsky’s model than 
Piaget’s. In Vygotsky’s theory of learning, he discusses the importance of a more 
capable other (adult or peer) supporting a child in the completion of a task which 
they would be unable to achieve independently (the ZPD). This support is 
sometimes termed scaffolding, a term coined by Bruner (Allen and Gordon, 2011), 
and describes the level of support a child requires to enable them to complete a 
certain task. Vygotsky (1934/1986) determined the importance of support in 
learning - ‘what a child can do in cooperation today he can do alone tomorrow’. 
Vygotsky (1934/1987: 209 cited in DeVries, 2000: 196) suggested that teachers 
could assist children `through demonstration, leading questions, and by 
introducing the initial elements of a task's solution’ and explaining, informing, 
inquiring, correcting and forcing ‘the child himself to explain’. Practitioners in the 
FP (WG, 2015b:3-4) are acknowledged as playing a key role in guiding children’s 
learning, particularly with regards to questioning.   
2.3. Implications for this study 
2.3.1. A comparison of Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories 
As has been demonstrated above, both theorist’s view development as a process 
and emphasise the important role of peers, who might act as role-models or 
provide opportunities for co-learning in play-groups. Both recognised the 
importance of play, particularly pretend play, for children aged between two to 
seven (Piaget) and three to seven (Vygotsky) - stressing that these play 
interactions enable children to develop socially, intellectually and for Piaget, 
morally (DeVries, 2000). Both theorists identified that children are active agents in 
play situations and partake in play activities because of the pleasure they derive 
from it (Allen and Gordon, 2011). Both stressed the affective and pleasurable 
component of play besides its cognitive value. Vygotsky, however, placed more 
emphasis on the role play has in developing cognition and in enabling children to 
apply social rules than Piaget. For Piaget, rules and structures are viewed as 
characteristic of the play of children older than seven. 
Burman (2016:248-250) writes that a suppressed narrative within Anglo-US 
developmental psychology that links Piaget and Vygotsky is their connection to 
psychoanalysis. She identifies that both authors were reluctant to acknowledge 
the influence of psychoanalysis on their work – Piaget for personal reasons and 
Vygotsky for political reasons. Moreover, she attributes the suppression of this 
narrative to deliberate choices made by translators, who silenced aspects which 
did not aligning with their perspective. Burman (2016) suggests that another 
similarity between these theorists is that they were both committed to science, 
progress and modern improvement. She argues this is a key reason why their 
theories began to occupy a central position in Anglo-US psychology and 
educational and welfare practices (Burman, 2016:250). 
76 
 
2.3.2. Relating Piaget and Vygotsky to the FP curriculum 
As highlighted in section 1.4. of the last chapter, clear references to maturational 
theories of development are made in the curriculum, although specific reference 
to the four stages of Piaget’s theory and its underlying mechanisms are absent. 
Piaget’s focus on individual development and the characteristics of learning, such 
as active learning and following one’s needs and interests, are foregrounded in 
the FP (WG, 2015b) text. Their emphasis on the role of play for developing 
children’s cognitive and social development is also evident in the curriculum, 
although its focus on standards and outcomes is a contemporary concern and 
absent from both their writings.  
Time for play, types of play and whether adults should involve themselves in play 
are also absent in the FP (WG, 2015b). Questions related to time and adult 
involvement in play were not addressed by Piaget or Vygotsky, but such questions 
are raised in the academic literature. Christie and Wardle (1992 cited in 
Englebright-Fox, 2008) for example, argue that extended play time leads to more 
complex and productive play where negotiation, persistence, problem-solving, 
planning and cooperation become evident, whilst shorter blocks of time deprive 
children from developing these more mature forms of play. As discussed in the 
last chapter, there are opposing views as to whether practitioners should involve 
themselves in children’s play and what role(s) they might have. From a Vygotskian 
perspective, practitioners might model play or involve themselves within play, 
whilst from a Piagetian perspective, they may take a more facilitatory role in play. 
Allen and Gordon (2011) identify that Vygotsky’s ideas on the relevance of young 
children’s relationships with significant objects, such as books and toys, has 
influenced EY practice - where the inclusion of such objects is encouraged to 
support children in understanding the world around them. Piaget likewise 
mentioned the importance of such objects for learning. Toys, books and other 
equipment would be expected as features of the FP class, providing pupils with a 
choice of engaging, meaningful and relevant activities (WG, 2015b: 3). 
Questioning is advocated by both theorists to extend children’s thinking, although 
Piaget emphasised the importance of encouraging children to question to a 
greater extent than Vygotsky (Allen and Gordon, 2011). 
2.3.3. Relating Piaget and Vygotsky to MAT education 
For the purpose of this study, the implications of their theories must be related to 
MAT education. An obvious limitation here acknowledges that their studies were 
not specifically related to precocious development, but to cognitive development 
in general. Furthermore, their interest in understanding cognition10  may possibly 
relate more readily to academic domains than to domains such as music, sports or 
leadership. Nonetheless, their theories are referred to by EYs researchers in the 
field of EYs gifted education. 
 
10 Cognition is concerned with how the mental action or processes of acquiring 
knowledge, understanding and thinking occur. 
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In EYs gifted literature, more reference is made to the relevancy of Vygotsky’s 
work than Piaget’s. In particular, Vygotsky’s theory on the ZPD is used to advocate 
for the incorporation of more demanding and more abstract activities for gifted 
children at an earlier age than what is typical (Morelock and Morrison, 1999; Lee, 
2000; Grant, 2013). Where Piaget is referred to, there is often a serious challenge 
levelled against the ‘normative’ ages associated with his cognitive developmental 
stage theory. Another criticism is that his theory does not recognise asynchronous 
development (cognitively, emotionally and physically), which is often experienced 
by gifted children in the EYs (Rotigel, 2003; Gross, 1999; Grant, 2013). Where 
Piaget’s ideas are adopted, it is in reference to opportunities for gifted children to 
explore their own interests and to develop their creativity. The importance of 
allowing children the opportunity to pursue their interests and to engage in open-
ended, challenging and problem-solving tasks are features of effective learning in 
both their theories (DeVries, 2000). Such strategies are strongly advocated as 
effective approaches for gifted EYs children in the literature (Harrison, 2004; 
Kitano, 1982; Walsh et al., 2010). Stoltz et al. (2015) and Morelock and Walsh 
(1999) argued that pretend play is particularly valuable for gifted learners as a 
means of developing their creative and problem-solving skills.  
Lovecky (1994) and Gross (1999) argue that it is a misconception that MAT pupils 
do not need assistance to develop. This challenges Piaget’s assumption that pupils 
are capable of guiding their own learning.  Vygotsky’s emphasis on the role of 
enabling environments and mentorship from more capable peers and adults 
relates more closely to the theories of giftedness provided by Renzulli (2003) and 
Sternberg (1996) than Piaget’s. In more recent theories of giftedness and talent, a 
greater emphasis is placed on personal characteristics, such as task commitment 
and motivation (Renzulli, 2003; Subotnik et al., 2011; Matthews and Dai, 2014). 
Such features are also present in the work of Piaget (Allen and Gordon, 2011) and 
Vygotsky (1967:13) – especially in play, where children are said to be intrinsically 
motivated to engage in this activity and who commit to their roles whole-
heartedly.  The role of parents in supporting precocious development in the home 
learning environment is a dominant feature of EYs gifted literature (Mooji, 2013; 
Sankar-DeLeew, 2004; Haensly and Lee, 2000; Grant, 2013, Rotigel, 2003) 
although not highlighted by Piaget or Vygotsky. Nevertheless, the role of parents 
can arguably easily be accommodated into Vygotsky’s framework as he stressed 
the importance of the sociocultural context for supporting development. 
Summary 
This section sought to present a rationale for the adoption of Piaget and 
Vygotsky’s theories as a framework for analysis. I presented their views on how 
cognition develops, the role of play and the role of adults in this development and 
identified where these ideas are evidenced within the FP (WG, 2015b) curriculum. 
I also highlighted some similarities and differences between their approaches and 
outlined some implications for this study. The next chapter focuses on the 
research design for the study, before detailing how the research was executed. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY AND METHODS OF THE 
RESEARCH INQUIRY 
Introduction 
This inquiry explored the issue of whether play is the most suitable pedagogical 
strategy for MAT pupils from the perspectives of Year 1 and 2 FP teachers working 
in NACE ‘Challenge Award’ accredited schools in Wales. The study employed a 
mixed-methods research approach to gathering data. I drew upon a constructivist, 
sociocultural perspective, based on Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories, as a 
theoretical framework to design the inquiry and to carry out the analysis. These 
theorists were selected because of their influence on the design of the Welsh FP 
curriculum (Maynard et al., 2013: ix cited in Taylor et al., 2015:690). 
 
This chapter is divided into five parts. The first section discusses the four main 
features of the research design: methodology, ontology, epistemology and the 
methods used to collect and analyse data (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and Lowe, 
1991). Ethical implications are discussed in section two, before proceeding to how 
the study was executed in section three. In section four, the strengths of this 
study are outlined and my role as a researcher is considered in section five.  
 
I begin with the research methodology and methods used in this study.  
3.1. Research methodology and methods 
Methodology refers to the choices made by the researcher about how the study 
was designed, why particular methods were chosen, and why the steps taken in 
generating the research were selected. It necessarily involves a debate, a study of 
the potential strengths and weaknesses of different methods, and a justification 
of the eventual choices made in the approach taken. The choice of methods 
selected, how a researcher acquires knowledge from their research situations, 
and the type of knowledge generated is closely related to the researcher’s view or 
paradigm of the world and their ontological and epistemological position (Sobh 
and Perry, 2006).  Below, I discuss my ontological and epistemological position 
and how this has impacted upon the choices I have made, including the 
theoretical framework adopted, the methods selected and the type of knowledge 
I have sought to generate. 
 
3.1.1. Methodology and methodological implications 
Ontology is concerned with questions about the nature of existence or reality and 
with questions regarding what is real or true (Sobh and Perry, 2006). 
Epistemology refers to the study of knowledge, which includes the nature of 
knowledge and how it is obtained and the relationship between the researcher 




My position is that of a critical realist: a position which emerged during the 1970s 
and 1980s as an alternative to the dominant and opposing paradigms of 
positivism and constructivism (Archer et al. 2016, Denzin and Lincoln, 2011 cited 
in Fletcher, 2017). Interpretivism is sometimes used synonymously with 
constructivism, and as such, both terms are used in this section to adhere to the 
choice of terminology selected by different authors. Archer et al. (2016:4) state 
that critical realism is best described as a ‘meta-theoretical position (…) concerned 
with providing a philosophically informed account of science and social science’. 
This approach draws upon elements from both positivist and constructivist 
traditions for explanation (Fletcher, 2017). Whilst no unitary framework exists, 
and definitions of critical realism vary (Archer et al., 2016; Edgley et al. 2016; 
Maxwell, 2012), an area which does unite critical realists is their commitment to 
ontological realism and epistemological relativism (Archer et al., 2016, Fletcher, 
2017). Below I discuss some of the key ideas adopted by critical realists, 
identifying ideas which are shared by constructivists and positivists respectively, 
and where there is departure. This is done in order to substantiate the paradigm I 
subscribe to and to justify the choices made in the methods selected.  
 
Like positivists, a realist ontological position accepts that a real world exists 
independent of our perceptions, theories and constructions about it (Easton, 
2010, Maxwell, 2012). Further, both positions accept that reality can be observed, 
examined and understood (Easterby-Smith et al., 1991). Critical realism departs 
from positivism in a few areas, however. Critical realists reject the notion that 
there is one objective and knowable reality, and they reject the claim that only 
what is empirically observed by the senses can be verified (Archer et al., 2016). 
Regarding the issue of ‘reality’, critical realists share the view of interpretivists 
that reality is, to an extent, socially constructed. They identify that sense-making 
and understanding is influenced by, and situated within one’s particular social, 
historical and cultural context (Archer et al., 2016), and thus, is not entirely 
objective or value-free (Skegg, 1997 cited in Edgley et al., 2016). Historical-
situatedness recognises that what is known about the world is contingent upon 
the knowledge that is available at certain points in time. It recognises that ideas, 
attitudes, beliefs and actions may eventually change or evolve (Edgley et al., 2016, 
Sayer, 1992 cited in Easton, 2010).  However, they discard the view of radical 
constructivists who reject ontology on the premise that there is no such thing as 
reality beyond the multifarious constructions of it (Maxwell, 2012). Instead, 
critical realists argue that ‘the world is theory-laden, not theory-determined’ 
(Fletcher, 2017: 182). In addition, they oppose the interpretivist view that 
determining causality and finding explanation or relationships is impossible 
(Easton, 2010) – an issue I will return to later. Plausible arguments against the 
stance of interpretivists include that ‘the world remains unchanged, even if our 
interpretations change’ (Edgley et al., 2016: 320) and that one’s interpretation(s) 
can be resisted, challenged or rejected by the physical world and by the agency of 
people acting within the social world (Maxwell, 2012). Critical realists also 
maintain that there is a relative degree of ontological autonomy from 




Regarding the reliability of empirical observation and our accounts of reality, 
critical realists maintain that our senses may deceive us, which can lead to fallible 
conclusions. For example, how one processes what is observed and interprets 
these observations, is affected by, and conditioned to a large extent, by the 
value’s one holds and their prior experiences. Additionally, hidden mechanisms 
acting upon, contributing to, or causing particular events to take place, may be 
concealed from sight yet are just as ‘real’ as what is observable (Easton, 2010; 
Maxwell, 2012; Fletcher, 2017). In this regard, critical realists uphold a belief in a 
stratified ontology consisting of three layers: the empirical, actual and real 
(Easton, 2010, Fletcher, 2017). In the empirical domain, ideas are expressed and 
events occur which are always mediated through the filter of human experience 
and interpretation; in the actual domain, events occur whether or not they’re 
interpreted; and lastly, the real domain recognises that physical objects and 
structures like social processes, possess inherent causal properties or powers, 
which have the potential ‘when triggered or released’ (Lawson 1997: 21 cited in 
Zachariadis, Scott and Barrett, 2013: 857) to produce particular events in the 
actual domain, even if these forces or driving mechanisms are unseen (Easton, 
2010, Fletcher, 2017). Bhaskar (1978 cited in Zachariadis et al., 2013) 
acknowledged that within a mechanism, defined as the way a physical object or 
social process acts (Lawson, 1997 cited in Zachariadis et al., 2013), potentialities 
exist whether they remain exercised or not. Critical realists, unlike positivists, 
maintain that mental states and attributes, including meanings and intentions, 
though not directly observable, are as much a part of the real world as physical 
entities (Maxwell, 2012:8) since they have the power to impact upon one’s 
actions by motivating and giving them reasons to act as they do (Easton, 2010, 
Fletcher, 2017). For realists, meaning is causal because, although immeasurable, it 
has the power to influence behaviour (Edgley et al. 2016).  Zachariadis et al. 
(2013: 857) state that this position has methodological implications for critical 
realists and how they understand causality – causality should be thought about 
not as ‘a relationship amongst distinct events (…) but about realizing the process 
and conditions under which ‘A’ causes ‘B’, if at all’. This inquiry is concerned with 
understanding teachers’ perceptions of whether play as an effective pedagogical 
strategy for MAT pupils because it is assumed by the researcher, that one’s beliefs 
impact, to varying degrees, on the choices made in practice.  
 
A key concern of critical realism is to describe what happens within particular 
social phenomena and to understand and explain why (Easton, 2010, Edgley et al., 
2016: 326). Unlike interpretivists and constructivists, who suggest that all 
interpretations are equally valid, critical realists contend that some explanations 
or theories about reality (the intransitive domain) may be more valid or 
probabilistic than others (Zachariadis et al., 2013: 857). Critical realists contend 
that identifying ‘tendencies’ or rough trends (Danermark et al., 2002: 70 cited in 
Fletcher, 2017: 185) is possible and by employing techniques that attempt to 
surface hidden motivators or mechanisms, a plausible attempt at explaining a 
particular phenomenon is possible - although conclusions should always be 
cautious and contain space for alternative perspectives, revision, critique and 
modification (Archer et al. 2016, Fletcher, 2017). In keeping with the critical and 
cautious approach, they acknowledge that since the social world is an ‘open 
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system’ (Edgley et al., 2016) and not a controlled environment, it is impossible to 
claim that particular actions or beliefs will always result in, or cause, particular 
results. This acknowledges that a multitude of factors act upon, interact and affect 
subjects’ agency within social situations (Fletcher, 2017; Zachariadis, et al., 2013).   
 
Fletcher (2017) argues that because critical realism is concerned with identifying 
and explaining social issues, it is a useful paradigm for critiquing policy and making 
recommendations for social change based upon findings. As the literature review 
demonstrated, within both MAT literature and play literature, there is an explicit 
understanding by researchers that particular attitudes, beliefs and actions of 
teachers, including the strategies they employ, can have demonstrable positive 
(or negative) effects on children’s learning. Therefore, understanding what 
conditions facilitate positive effects and minimise negative effects for pupils is an 
important consideration for practitioners.  
 
In summary, critical realism, a position I subscribe to, upholds: 
 
1. That it is possible to discern causality and make data comparisons (Easton, 
2010), but this must be done cautiously and critically. 
2. That all interpretations are fallible (Sayer, 1992 cited in Easton, 2010) 
because they are context-bound and perspectival (Archer et al. 2016) and 
thus, knowledge can never be completely certain. 
3. That a relational intransitive domain in social structures exists 
(Zachariadis, Scott and Barrett, 2013) which impacts upon how people 
understand and perceive the world and act within it. 
4. The importance of trying to explain social phenomena in order to better 
understand it or to improve it in some way (Fletcher, 2017). 
 
Having now discussed the assumptions behind this position, I consider why the 
use of a critical realist paradigm is compatible with the theoretical framework 
chosen and the methods selected to conduct the research.  
 
3.1.2. Compatibility of critical realism with the theoretical framework selected 
Critical realism supports the theoretical frameworks of Piaget and Vygotsky 
because of its realist ontological orientation and its relativist epistemological 
stance. Critical realists acknowledge the importance of society and culture in 
shaping people’s beliefs, values and interpretations and actions: ideas shared by 
Vygotsky (Shayer, 2003). Cultural tools, such as language, were recognised by 
Vygotsky as playing a key role in facilitating cognitive development and people’s 
sense-making; similarly, the importance of language in concept-creating, 
describing and explaining phenomena is recognised by critical realists (Easton, 
2010: 121). Social constructivists attempt to understand the processes behind 
how the social world is constructed and how meanings are constructed by people 
through their interactions with others (Walsh, 1972 cited in Creswell, 2003), 
which is a concern also shared by critical realists (Fletcher, 2017).  Like critical 
realists, Piaget and Vygotsky acknowledge the importance of the social system, 
particularly the role of relationships between peers and adults in developing 
82 
 
cognition. Although both stressed the importance of peer relationships especially 
in activities involving play, they placed different emphasis on the adult’s role – 
Vygotsky emphasised the importance of direct instruction (Shayer, 2003), whilst 
Piaget advocated for adults to act as guides or facilitators (Lourenço,2012).  
 
Piaget claimed that cognitive development was universal (Feldhusen, 2011) based 
on his observations and experiments with children (Allen and Gordon, 2011). 
Although singular truth and generalisability are associated with a positivist 
ontological perspective (Easterby-Smith et al., 1991), Piaget coined the phrase 
‘genetic epistemology’ (Allen and Gordon, 2011) to sum up his view about how 
children acquire knowledge. This view states that children’s experiences and 
impressions (their sensory-motor schemes) affect their thoughts and knowledge 
(their symbolic systems). His approach, which relied on qualitative methods, such 
as observations and interviews in order to understand the processes behind how 
cognition develops in children, is in keeping with a critical realist perspective that 
mechanisms are real, even if they’re not visible, and which might be surfaced 
when appropriate methods are used (Easton, 2010). In addition, the recognition 
by Piaget that thoughts and ideas exist in the ‘real’ world and can provide an 
understanding of a particular phenomenon, also aligns with a critical realist 
perspective (Maxwell, 2012).  
 
3.1.3. Compatibility between methods and a critical realist stance 
Scott and Morrison (2007: 152) define ‘methods’ as ‘the tools and techniques 
used to collect, analyze and interpret the data’. Easton (2010 citing Sayer, 2000) 
suggests that critical realism is compatible with a wide range of qualitative and 
quantitative research methods. Easton (2010:326) acknowledges that methods, 
like surveys, can help researchers identify patterns, categories and taxonomies 
which are useful for describing ‘what’ is occurring, whereas qualitative methods 
help to explain the reasons ‘why’. Since critical realists are equally interested in 
acknowledging ‘what is’ and accounting for the reasons ‘why’ (Edgley et al., 2016), 
they can draw upon a range of different methods to address these issues. Whilst 
many critical realists suggest the use of qualitative approaches (Maxwell, 2012; 
Edgley et al., 2016; Archer et al. 2016), such as case study (Easton, 2010) and 
interviews (Fletcher, 2017), Zachariadis et al. (2013) suggest that critical realism 
can also benefit from employing a mixed-methods, qualitative-quantitative 
approach. Their rationale for using quantitative methods, like surveys, includes 
that they are useful for revealing patterns, interpreting statistics and for trying to 
establish parameters, which can support in identifying which underlying 
mechanisms influence events (Zachariadis et al., 2013: 863). In keeping with the 
benefits of qualitative methods espoused by Denscombe (1998) and Creswell 
(2003), Zachariadis et al. (2013) acknowledge that since qualitative methods are 
people-orientated, they produce rich, extensive and descriptive data, which is 
useful for gaining a deeper insight into people’s thoughts, ideas and experiences, 
and thereby, enables a deeper insight into social phenomena. Since my study 
sought to gain an understanding of teachers’ perspectives about the suitability of 
play, the intended medium for learning in the FP (WG, 2015b), for MAT learners, I 
felt employing a mixed-methods design, using a survey and follow-up interview, 
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would provide me with the necessary range of data needed to sufficiently answer 
my research questions.  
 
3.1.4. Methods used and justifications for choices 
As indicated previously, critical realists are concerned with trying to establish 
whether ‘tendencies’ (Danermark et al., 2002: 70 cited in Fletcher, 2017: 185), as 
opposed to universal laws, exist in practice. Furthermore, they seek to explain the 
influences upon these practices (Fletcher, 2017).  A concern of this inquiry was to 
understand teachers’ views about the suitability of play for meeting MAT pupils 
needs in Years 1 and 2, and to consider how their beliefs bare upon their practice. 
It was felt that a mixed-method design approach could best address this concern. 
Creswell (2008:82) notes that this ‘design approach is most useful when the 
researcher wants to assess trends and relationships with quantitative data and to 
be able to explain the mechanisms or reasons behind the resultant trends’ - this 
correlates with the critical realist’s desire to understand what occurs and why 
(Fletcher, 2017:181). I felt that by using two methods, the credibility and the 
integrity of the findings could be enhanced (Bryman, 2006 cited in Creswell, 
2008). The survey results would help to establish whether broad relationships 
exist amongst variables, whilst the interviews would help to explain the findings 
generated by the survey. As such, data collected from both methods would have 
an equal priority in addressing the research questions of this inquiry.  
 
From the outset, the research design selected intended to combine fixed and 
emergent features (Creswell, 2008). The fixed design structure involved the use of 
an online survey phase comprising of qualitative and quantitative questions in the 
first phase, to be followed up by a second qualitative phase, involving a semi-
structured group interview. The details of the second phase of data collection 
were planned to emerge from the findings of the first phase. This is what Creswell 
(2008:66,69) terms ‘the explanatory sequential design’ – where the data 
collection is implemented in two distinct phases. Initially, it was intended that the 
sample to be interviewed would be those teachers agreeing to take part in follow-
up interviews after completing the survey, but since none agreed, a different 
sample of teachers working in NACE Welsh primary schools were interviewed 
instead.   
 
All specific methods have advantages and limitations. For pragmatic reasons, an 
online survey was selected in order to reach as many FP teachers working in NACE 
accredited primary schools across the country as possible. This approach enables 
a wider audience to be included than is possible when using methods which rely 
on site visits. I determined that an online survey was beneficial for a few reasons. 
Online surveys avoid the issues associated with paper surveys, where paperwork 
can be lost or where completed surveys are forgotten to be posted. By ensuring 
respondents anonymity, I aimed to increase the likelihood of them answering 
questions honestly. Furthermore, the use of an online tool enabled respondents 
the freedom to complete the survey in their own time and in stages if necessary 
(Denscombe, 1998). A mixed-methods survey, consisting of some open-ended 
questions but a majority of closed, classification and ranking questions was used. 
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This was done to assist quantifying the data in the analysis phase, enabling the 
identification of possible trends or patterns (Bryman, 2012, Denscombe, 1998) 
across teachers’ reported beliefs and/or practices.  A benefit of having pre-coded 
answers is that it enables respondents to answer questions in a speedier fashion 
than open-ended questions, which require more ‘think time’. Conversely, pre-
coded answers may frustrate some respondents by restricting their ability to 
answer freely (Denscombe, 1998). Despite this acknowledged limitation, pre-
coded questions were included in the survey, for two main reasons. Firstly, for 
ease of analysis, enabling comparisons to be made between my data set and data 
findings from the research discussed in Chapter One. Secondly, I felt that concerns 
about restricted responses would be offset by offering teachers an opportunity to 
share and expand upon their views during the group interview. The Bristol Online 
Survey analysis features were also deemed helpful, such as access to ‘in-time’ 
results, which allowed follow-up reminders to be sent to specific schools.  
 
Limitations of surveys can include its length - deemed too long and too time-
consuming, it may reduce the completion rate (Denscombe, 1998). This may be 
counteracted if the issue is deemed one of importance by the respondent. I felt 
MAT education would be an issue of interest for these teachers because of their 
involvement in the NACE accreditation process. Phrasing questions carefully to 
avoid leading, biased or ambiguous questions and establishing the right balance 
between depth and scope so that the research questions can be adequately 
answered are also challenges inherent in creating surveys.  
 
A follow-up group interview was selected for this inquiry in order to generate 
discussion between teachers and to ensure that they did not feel under pressure 
to answer every question. A semi-structured interview approach enables the 
interviewer to clarify issues or to explain results from the survey findings, whilst 
also being responsive and flexible in responding to the emerging ideas expressed 
by interviewees. This qualitative method can provide rich, descriptive information, 
enabling explanations to take place (Denscombe 1998: 220) - aspects which are of 
interest to critical realists. However, interviews are also time-consuming since 
time is required for the interview itself and for transcribing (interviewer) and then 
reviewing the transcripts (interviewees). Organisational management to arrange 
visits is also required. Additionally, interview results may be difficult to generalise 
and explanations may be oversimplified or too subjective (Denscombe, 1998:221-
222).  
 
There were limitations in the design approach and with the methods used and 
these are discussed in the final chapter.  
 
3.1.5. Generalisation and transferability 
Denscombe (2002: 154) writes that ‘generalisations are a necessary aspect (...) of 
good research’. This study was context-bound, with sample schools belonging to a 
specific group of schools: those awarded by NACE as demonstrating effective MAT 
knowledge and implementation of MAT practices. How far the findings are 
generalisable across other Welsh primary schools, or indeed other play-based 
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contexts, is difficult to say with complete certainty as schools operate within 
specific micro-climates and face different challenges. Where convergences 
between the results of this inquiry and existing literature findings exist, this may 
bolster the impression that results have the power to be generalised, although 
this is stated cautiously (Fletcher, 2017, Archer et al. 2016).   
 
Whilst the detailing of research steps and the use of the tools used may enable 
the transferability of method, how far the results are representative of other 
school contexts, for example Welsh-medium schools, cannot be determined with 
any certainty. Further studies, wider in scope, would need to be conducted.   
 
3.1.6. Validity, reliability and triangulation 
The trustworthiness and accuracy of research is dependent upon the study’s 
validity and reliability (Denscombe, 2002). The survey instrument was created by 
the researcher and to ensure its validity, a pilot stage was conducted to ensure 
the tool could gather the necessary data required to address the research 
questions. A pilot phase was also undertaken to ensure the tool was user-friendly 
and unambiguous for respondents. Since surveys are standardised instruments, 
they are useful for researchers wishing to replicate the study, however, in keeping 
with a critical realist perspective, there is no guarantee that the results found in 
this study would be replicated elsewhere. Where differences in results exist, it 
provides an opportunity to discuss why – a key concern of critical realists. In 
section 3.3. I discuss who was involved in the piloting phase. 
 
Prior to the group interviewees, I conducted a pilot interview with a Year 2 
teacher, who is an acquaintance of mine.  This was done to ensure the time I had 
suggested was appropriate and that the questions were phrased clearly and 
unambiguously. It also provided an opportunity to test the reliability of the audio-
recorder. I opted to record the interviews, which all interviewees agreed to, in the 
attempt to increase the reliability of data collected. This process better ensures 
that interviewees expressed responses are authentically captured compared to 
recording by hand. The risk with notetaking is that words may be left out, 
paraphrased or misinterpreted, which a recording can overcome.  Recording also 
allows the interviewer to actively listen, rather than focus on capturing speech 
verbatim. Note-taking can also be potentially distracting for the interviewee, 
although I did make some brief notes on my recording sheet (Appendix V) to 
support the follow up questions I asked.  
 
Detailing the steps taken in the inquiry helps to increase the degree of reliability 
because it enables other researchers to replicate the same steps. Further, by using 
different tools to capture data, I was able to triangulate results from different 
perspectives and mutually corroborate and, thereby, strengthen the 
interpretation of the results (Bryman, 2006 cited in Creswell, 2003).  Triangulating 




3.1.7. Time and duration of the study 
Data was collected in two phases: the first phase involved collecting survey data 
and the second stage involved interviewing. Prior to the circulation of the survey, 
a piloting stage took place. The piloting and the first phase of data collection took 
place between September and November 2017 and the second phase of data 
collection, including the pilot interview, took place in January 2018. A brief 
timeline is shown in the figure below, but a more detailed timeline of events is 
available in Appendix F. Timing was an issue in this inquiry, which is discussed in 
the limitations section of the Conclusion. 
 
Figure 3.1.7. Timeline of data collection 
 
3.2. Ethics 
Ethics in research involves acting with integrity and ensuring that people’s rights 
are upheld. To ensure compliance with ethical guidelines, approval for 
conducting the research was sought from the University of Bath prior to data 
collection and I adhered to the BERA guidelines (2011). I was transparent about 
the aims of the study from the outset to ensure that all participants (including 
those involved in the piloting phase) were fully informed about the purpose of 
the inquiry (see emails sent in Appendices G, H, J, K, Q, R and R). Agreement 
forms (see Appendices I, J, N and T) were signed by all participants. 
 
3.2.1. Initial permission 
After receiving approval to conduct the research, headteachers at NACE 
accredited schools were contacted via email and invited to take part in the study 
(Appendix J). All participating schools were asked to complete a short online 
survey, consisting of three questions, one of which indicated their informed 
consent for their school to be involved in the study (see Appendix L). Teachers 
were also asked at the start of the survey to indicate their informed consent in 
taking part. This included statements acknowledging that their involvement was 
voluntary and that they were fully aware of the aims of the inquiry and how the 
data would be used (Appendix N). These steps are in accordance with BERA 
guidelines (2011). At the start of the interview process, teachers were informed of 
the research aims and were asked to sign a form indicating their agreement to the 
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terms stated above (Appendix T). Signed copies were given to the researcher, but 
teachers were also provided with a copy for their own records.   
 
3.2.2. Anonymity and confidentiality 
I did not promise complete anonymity to headteachers or teachers because I 
could not guarantee, with such a small sample, that in the writing up phase they 
would not be identifiable. However, I did commit to not using their school’s name 
or the real names of teachers to protect their identities. I assured participants of 
confidentiality by using pseudo-names when referencing their statements. These 
particular points were clearly communicated to the Headteachers by email and to 
the teachers at the start of the online survey and prior to the start of the 
interviews (Appendices J, K, L, N, Q, R and T). Data was kept in a secure location, 
accessible only to the researcher.  
 
3.2.3. Acknowledging participants and distributing information 
Headteachers agreeing to take part in the study were thanked via email 
(Appendices O and S). At the end of the survey teachers were thanked for their 
participation, followed up with an email to headteachers to thank their staff for 
their time and contribution (Appendices N, O, S and X).  The researcher did not 
have direct contact with the teachers completing the survey and so relied on the 
headteacher or deputy to liaise messages, such as reminders, to teachers.  
Acknowledgement of teacher participation and senior leader support was 
recognised in a timely fashion. Teachers agreeing to take part in the interview 
phase were thanked at the start and end of the process and they were also 
thanked for checking the accuracy of the transcripts via email (Appendix X). A 
summary of the findings was emailed to all participating schools as all senior 
leaders had asked for it upon agreeing to participate in the research.  
3.3. Execution of the study 
As a reminder, this inquiry used a mixed-methods approach, combining a fixed 
and emergent approach (Creswell, 2008) for gathering data, the justified in 
section 3.1.  Three research questions underpinned the inquiry: 
 
1. How do FP teachers (in NACE accredited schools) define play and to what 
extent are these definitions shared? 
2. How is play used as a strategy for meeting the needs of MAT pupils in the 
FP? 
3. To what extent do teachers agree that learning through play can support 
MAT pupils’ holistic developmental needs? 
 
3.3.1. Basis of the data collection and tools used 
Next, I explain how the survey was designed and refined, justifying the choices 
made. Although an interviewing process was predetermined from the outset of 
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the study, several questions also emerged from the survey findings, which is 
discussed in sub-section 3.3.1.3.  
 
3.3.1.1. Survey design 
An important aspect of critical realism is referring to the existing literature in 
order to build upon, refine or challenge existing knowledge in a particular domain 
(Edgley et al, 2016, Fletcher, 2017).  From the literature review, I identified seven 
major categories or themes which I wanted to investigate further. I aimed to 
determine the extent to which divergences and parallels in my results compared 
with the literature reviewed in Chapter One. These a priori themes are identified 
in Table 3.3.1.1.  
 
The survey was divided into two main sections: the first related to MAT education 
and the second, to play in the FP.  In order to assist with the analysis phase, the 
survey was further divided into several sub-sections linked to the seven themes. 
Demographic information was included at the start of the survey in order to 
analyse whether factors, such as years of experience or holding a leadership 
position, played a significant role in the responses provided. ‘Significance’ is 
defined in section 4.3. in the next chapter. The finalised version of the survey is 
























Table 3.3.1.1. The link between the research questions, survey items and research themes
Research Questions Survey items 
 
Links to the seven research themes 
1. How do FP teachers (in NACE 
accredited schools) define play 
and to what extent are these 
definitions shared? 
Page 7 Defining play 
Page 8 Training related to play  
 
Theme Two: Teachers’ definitions of play 
2. How is play used as a strategy 
for meeting the needs of MAT 
pupils in the FP? 
Page 3 Defining MAT  
Page 4 MAT identification  
Page 6 MAT training 
Theme One: Teachers’ definitions of MAT and 
MAT identification methods 
Page 5 Strategies for meeting MAT needs  
Page 9 Planning and assessment (for play) in 
the FP 
Page 10 Adult involvement in play 
Page 11 MAT pupils’ play activities and play 
behaviours 
Theme Six: Planning and assessing play 
Theme Three: Teachers’ beliefs about play 
 
Theme Seven: Teachers and TAs roles (including 
play-roles) 
Theme Four: Teachers’ views of children’s play 
activities  
Theme Five: Teachers’ views of children’s play 
behaviours 
3. To what extent do teachers 
agree that learning through 
play can support MAT pupils’ 
holistic developmental needs? 
Page 11 MAT pupils’ play activities and play 
behaviours 
Theme Three: Teachers’ beliefs about play 
Theme Four: Teachers’ views of children’s play 
activities  





A balance in the survey was required to ensure sufficient scope (enough data to 
answer the research questions and allow comparisons back to the literature) and 
depth (enabling teachers to explain their reasoning). Although the survey could 
have benefitted from some more ‘why’ questions, I determined that greater 
insight could be sought from the interviewing phase. The survey employs a range 
of question types, consisting predominately of closed questions and ranking 
questions which were pre-coded (Creswell, 2008) to assist with analysis and a few 
open-ended questions, seeking justification or further elaboration.   
 
3.3.1.2. Piloting the survey 
Two schools agreed to test the instrument, both of whom were aware of NACE 
standards. These schools were known to the researcher personally.  Initially, I 
contacted NACE to see if they could provide me with a list of schools who were 
interested in applying for the award, but I was informed that they did not have a 
record of this (Appendix G).  Next, I searched some local school websites, to 
determine whether they were aware of, and/or intending to apply for the NACE 
award, but this information was not available. Because of time constraints, I made 
the decision to contact two schools I knew personally to be involved in the 
piloting phase. I knew both these schools were aware of the NACE standards from 
conversations I had had previously with the deputy heads. An official email was 
sent to the school after speaking with the deputy heads (Appendix H). Ideally, I 
would have preferred to have had a wider number of participants to pilot the 
survey to increase reliability, but this was not feasible based on a lack of available 
information and time constraints.  
 
I asked teachers to provide feedback via email regarding the timing, the phrasing 
of questions and any other points they deemed valid (Appendix H). Feedback from 
two teachers resulted in the rephrasing of two questions and adjusting the time-
limit from my original estimate, which was twenty minutes, to thirty minutes. I 
then contacted a former colleague of mine, a Welsh FP teacher, now working 
overseas, and not familiar with NACE standards, to check the amended tool and to 
provide feedback. I also completed the survey myself at this stage to see if the 
completion time was realistic and to check the clarity of the questions asked.  
Survey responses were checked to ensure they could answer the research 
questions adequately. This step was important in checking the validity and 
credibility of the tool designed. No further changes were made during the second 
phase of piloting. The piloting phase took two weeks.  
 
As the completion time was quite extensive (30 minutes) for a survey, I applied 
the option to allow participants to complete the survey in phases. The time frame 
and the option to complete in phases was clearly stated to participants in the 
invitation email to the Headteacher (Appendices J and K) and on the ‘covering’ 





3.3.1.3. Semi-structured interview tool 
The interview questions were derived after an analysis of the data from the 
survey, representing an emergent method of inquiry (Creswell, 2008). Two group 
interviews took place, one lasted forty-five minutes and the other one hour. To 
increase internal validity, interviewees were asked to check the accuracy of the 
interview transcripts. I coded their responses, based on whether their views 
represented a Piagetian perspective, a Vygotskian perspective or ‘Other’. The 
same codes were also applied in analysing the survey data. Coding is discussed in 
more depth in the next chapter.  
 
3.3.2. Study sample 
Teachers working at NACE ‘Challenge Award’ schools were the predetermined 
sample. As table 3.3.2. indicates, they represent a very small sample, just 2% of 
the total infant / primary schools across Wales. The numbers of FP teachers 
working at each school was derived from the staff list on school websites.  Five 
schools did not have a website, and so teacher numbers were estimated based on 
pupil enrolment statistics derived from Estyn reports found on Estyn’s (n.d.) 
official website. This is indicated by the asterisks in the Table 3.3.2. Unfortunately, 
one school who had agreed to participate in the inquiry was discounted because 
the curriculum is not used at their school. Only a small number of schools agreed 
to take part in this survey phase – seven out of twenty-eight (25%) ‘eligible’ 
schools. Seven schools declined to be involved in the study, citing workload issues 
and understaffing as reasons why. No response was made by the remaining 
fourteen schools, despite a telephone call and a reminder email (Appendix K).  
Email addresses were found first on the NACE website and then cross-referenced 
against information on school websites, or in their absence, Estyn reports. Some 
Estyn reports are a few years old and therefore may not accurately reflect the 
current situation (such as enrolment numbers).   
 
Teachers at five schools completed the online survey. From a possible total of 
twenty FP teachers working at these schools, eleven completed the survey and all 
declined to be involved in a follow-up interview. Following this result, I then re-
contacted, via email and a follow-up telephone call, schools that I had not heard 
anything from in the initial stage of invitation in October (Appendices Q and R). 
This resulted in two schools agreeing to take part in the interview phase. Five 
teachers were interviewed: three at one school site and two at another.  This 
resulted in a total of sixteen teachers, from seven English-medium schools, 















Sources: NACE (n.d.) website, WG’s (Statistics, ‘School Profiles, 2016-2017’ n.d.) and 
Estyn’s (n.d.) website.  
 
Although NACE accredited schools represent a small sample size, I outline in the 
next section the strength of using this group in this inquiry. In addition, I justify 
why I specifically narrowed the focus to teacher stakeholders rather than drawing 
upon other educators, such as TAs, peripatetic staff, the headteacher, parents or 
pupils. The limitations of the sample size are discussed in the conclusion, where I 
also suggest ideas for future research involving other stakeholders.  
 
3.3.3. Data collection process 
The data collection occurred in two phases: the survey phase and the interview 
phase. The survey was open for one month between mid-October to mid-
November. Results of the survey were analysed, and interview questions were 
written based on the survey results which I felt required further clarification and 
explanation. Semi-structured interviews took place in January 2018. The interview 
transcripts were coded based upon whether responses showed a Piagetian 
perspective, Vygotskian perspective or ‘Other’. Finally, the results of the survey 
and interviews were analysed with reference to the constructivist, sociocultural 
theoretical framework outlined in Chapter Two. 
3.4. Strengths of the study 
3.4.1. Strengths of the methods used 
In section 3.1. I outlined the justifications for employing a mixed method 
approach, including its compatibility with critical realism. I suggested that this 
approach could enhance the integrity of the findings by providing explanatory 
detail, triangulation and offset the weaknesses of both approaches by drawing 
upon their strengths (Bryman, 2006 cited in Creswell, 2008: 62). In selecting 
schools to pilot the survey instrument and the interview questions, I ensured they 































































































































North Wales 363 4 1 21 6
South West & Mid Wales 419 1 1 3 N/A
South East Wales 194 12 1 40* 6
Central South Wales 315 12 5 40* 18
1291 29 8 104 30 / 101
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their knowledge about MAT education, as the final sample of teachers involved in 
the study. 
 
3.4.2. Systematic and logical process 
I carefully planned and documented each phase of the study. As the time span 
was constricted this was essential. I emailed participants and followed up with 
reminder emails and telephone calls. I ensured that each step was systematically 
followed. Deadlines were also adhered to, enabling smooth transitions into each 
new phase of the research process. Transcripts of interviews were checked by 
interviewees to help increase reliability.  
 
3.4.3. Sample group 
Although NACE schools represent a small sample, their insights are significant for 
this inquiry because of the formal recognition (through NACE accreditation) of 
their ability to effectively implement strategies that challenge MAT pupils. I 
further anticipated that this sample would be better informed and knowledgeable 
about MAT pupils’ characteristics and their learning needs, compared to other 
practitioners, as a result of engaging in training and preparation for the NACE 
inspection. Additionally, I felt that teachers would be better informed than TAs 
about Welsh educational policy priorities and statutory guidance pertinent to the 
FP, and about educational matters more generally, due to their advanced 
qualifications. As such, I deemed that them able to offer a more informed 
perspective. This is not to suggest that TAs perspectives are not valid. Indeed, this 
might be a fruitful avenue to explore in the future, particularly considering 
research which has demonstrated that they spend more time in play than 
teachers (Siraj, 2014; Taylor et al., 2016; Estyn, 2017). As these schools are also 
rated ‘good’ or ‘excellent’ schools by Estyn, I assumed these teachers would be 
skilled practitioners, with expertise in differentiating and supporting all pupils’ 
learning. Additionally, I also assumed that their teaching practices would be in 
accordance with the principles and pedagogy outlined in the FP curriculum 
document, which emphasises the primacy of play, pupil choice and opportunities 
to learn in indoor and outdoor settings (WG, 2015b).  For these reasons, I felt this 
group could offer valuable insights into the main research question regarding the 
suitability of play within EYs MAT education.    
 
3.4.4. Participant support 
The schools who agreed to take part in this study were supportive and helpful – 
they disseminated the survey to staff and followed up survey completion with 
teachers. Those at the school sites made me feel welcome and arranged a quiet 
place where we could conduct the interviews uninterrupted. Eleven teachers 
completed surveys and five teachers agreed to be interviewed, voluntarily giving 
up their time to contribute to this investigation.   
 
As with all studies, there are limitations, which are outlined in the final chapter.  
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3.5. My role as researcher 
As a critical realist, I accept that as a researcher I have limitations upon how I 
perceive the world and analyse it (Archer et. al., 2016 and Fletcher, 2017). As 
such, I acknowledge that I am not immune to bias. Indeed, I identify that my 
background and experiences has impacted the nature of my research, the types of 
data I’ve collected, the methods adopted and its shaped my interpretation of 
results. Nonetheless, as Denscombe (2002: 166-167) states ‘a total value-free 
approach to objectivity… asks for the impossible’, particularly where the social 
world is the focus of inquiry (Edgley et al. 2016).  Archer et al. (2016) advise that 
critical realist researchers maintain an ontological reflectiveness when gathering 
and analysing data to maintain a sense of objectively. Denscombe (2002) offers 
similar advice, recognising that a researcher’s values, beliefs and prior 
assumptions exist, but that they need not impinge on the research in an 
unwarranted manner if one takes a critical stance, which is what I have sought to 
do.   
 
I attempted to write the survey questions in a way that was balanced and which 
avoided conveying judgement that certain beliefs or practices are more 
favourable than others. To aid this, questions and pre-coded answers were 
written positively.  When interviewing, I was mindful of my body language and 
tone of voice to not convey judgement and to keep a relaxed and open 
atmosphere. Finally, I have attempted to present the findings from the survey and 
interviews in a balanced, fair and objective manner by making the distinction 
between the information obtained from participants as they’ve shared it, from my 
interpretation(s) of it.  
Summary 
In this chapter, I have detailed how the study was designed and executed and 
why. The presentation and analysis of the findings is conducted in the next 
chapter, followed by a discussion of the findings in Chapter Five. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF THE 
FINDINGS  
Introduction 
In this chapter I present the findings derived from the inquiry undertaken with 
Year 1-2 FP teachers in Wales. Data was analysed using a sociocultural and 
developmental-constructivist framework, selected due to its global influence on 
EYs philosophy and practice (Dockett and Perry, 2013, Burman, 2016) and more 
specifically as an informant to the development of the FP curriculum (Wainwright 
et al., 2016, Taylor et al., 2016).  
This chapter is divided into five main sections. In the first section I outline how the 
theoretical framework was used to analyse the findings. In section two, an 
overview of the main findings and their relationship to the theoretical framework 
is presented. The key variables used to analyse the data is explained in section 
three and the main findings are presented in detail in section four. The fifth 
section summarises the relationship between the main findings and how they 
were coded and considers the extent to which the variables help explain teachers’ 
play beliefs and practices. The chapter concludes with an overall summary of the 
main findings. 
4.1. Coding using the theoretical framework  
In order to make sense of the data, I pre-selected three codes to analyse teachers’ 
responses to questions related to play and MAT education. Responses were coded 
according to whether they represented a Piagetian (P), Vygotskian (V) or ‘other’ 
(O) perspective, or a combination of these perspectives. To support the initial 
coding process, I devised a summary table (presented in Table 4.1.) outlining 
Piaget’s and Vygotsky’s ideas related to cognitive development, their views about 
play and the role of teachers in supporting learning and play, which were 
discussed in Chapter Two. As some of their ideas overlap, the points of 
convergence are indicated in blue-text in the table, whilst differences in their 
ideas or differing points of emphasis in their writings are indicated in black-text.  
Responses which did not directly relate to, or allude to Piaget or Vygotsky’s 
writings, were coded as ‘other’. In the second stage of coding, further refinements 
were made. Here, I distinguished between teacher perspectives clearly aligned to 
Piagetian or Vygotskian thinking, against those which plausibly could be 
accommodated into their frameworks. ‘Other’ responses were refined into two 
further categories: ‘regulatory’ play perspectives and perspectives which 
represented something other than a P, V or regulatory perspective. The three 
main codes and their related sub-codes are clearly indicated in Table 4.2. where 
the main findings are presented. An explanation of the use of coloured texts and 





Table 4.1. Summary of Piaget and Vygotsky’s key ideas  






Children move through four distinct 
stages of development from birth to 
twelve years. These phases are 
biologically determined, genetic and 
universal. 
 
Children develop cognition through their 
interaction with others and through their 
use of signs (such as language) and tools 
(such as books and toys). Cultural contexts 
and societal norms influence what is learnt 
and when. 
Learning occurs in the individual, 
through a process of self-discovery. 
Learning occurs socially first and then 
becomes internalised. 
Children learn best through 
independent self-discovery, rather than 
being told or shown by another. 
Children learn best when a ‘more capable 
other’ (adult or peer) models, 
demonstrates or explains to them how to 
do something which they would be unable 
to do, or work out, alone. 
Understanding prior learning is 
necessary before new learning can be 
introduced. 
Understanding is not necessary before new 
learning is introduced. Understanding 




• Each stage of development is 
characterised by a different type of 
play. 
• Between two to seven years, 
fantasy play which utilises the 
imagination predominates. After 
seven, this is replaced by 
competitive game-play, based on 
rules and structures. 
• He writes about one specific type of 
play: fantasy play. 
• Fantasy play is said to be the 
characteristic play of children aged 
three to seven. This play is imaginative 
but also rule-bound. The rules children 
adopt may reflect wider societal rules 
or norms. After seven, this is replaced 
by competitive athletic play. 
Toys, games and books are important 
for learning. 
Toys, games and books are important for 
learning. 
Play is natural and engaged in for its 
own enjoyment. It has a fundamental 
role in how children develop – 
cognitively, socially and morally. 
Play is a ‘leading activity’ – that is, having a 
crucial role in developing children’s social 










They should act as a facilitator rather 
than directly-teach since the aim of 
learning is to enable children to 
discover for themselves. Learning is 
essentially an individual act according 
to his perspective. 
They should know each child’s ZPD and 
develop steps/strategies to help the 
individual child bridge the gap between 
what they can do independently and what 
they might be able to do if given assistance. 
Direct teaching may (or may not) be 
determined as the best strategy to bridge 
this gap. 
They should set up activities that 
inspire creativity and problem-solving 
skills and provide opportunities for 
children to pursue their interests. 
They should set up activities that allow a 
‘more capable other’ (adults or peers) to 
guide, model or provide examples of how 
to approach a particular problem or task.  
They should encourage peer-work. They should encourage peer work (see 
above). 
They should encourage pupils to ask 
their own questions. 




4.2.  Summary of the main findings 
Twenty-five main research findings, categorised into seven main themes, are 
summarised in Table 4.2. As is characteristic of a deductive research approach, 
the seven themes were derived from the literature review and thus, pre-selected. 
Findings are coded into three main categories: ‘P’, ‘V’ or ‘O’ perspective or a 
combination of perspectives and further refined into sub-codes. Sub-codes are 
explained in the section ‘tick colours and their meaning’ in the key below. 
Key related to Table 4.2. 
Text colours and their meaning: 
• Black text indicates that the findings relate to survey and interview responses. 
• Blue text indicates that the findings specifically relate to survey responses. 
• Purple text indicates that the findings specifically relate to interview responses.  
Tick colours and their meaning: 
Related to Piaget (P)  
and/or Vygotsky (V) 
Related to ‘Other’ (O) 
• Black ticks indicate that the main 
findings represent an idea specifically 
mentioned by Piaget and/or 
Vygotsky.  
• Green ticks indicate ideas that are not 
explicitly Piagetian or Vygotskian, but 
which I suggest, could be comfortably 
accommodated into their theoretical 
views.   
 
These findings emphasise a 
developmental psychological view of play 
and the role of adults. 
 
• Red ticks represent regulatory aspects 
of play. Here, the intended learning 
outcomes of play are pre-determined in 
teachers’ planning documents (Rogers 
and Lapping, 2012, Cottle and 
Alexander, 2011). Teachers’ may also 
structure or guide children’s play to 
ensure it is purposeful (defined as 
demonstrating a clear link to intended 
learning outcomes). 
 
These findings emphasise a regulatory, 
purposeful view of play.  
 
• Blue ticks in ‘O’ indicate that the 
perspective is neither ‘P’, ‘V’ nor a 
regulatory view of play. 
 
As shown in Table 4.2. some findings relate to more than one code. In some 
places, the overlap is clear and unambiguous, such as where Piaget and Vygotsky, 
alongside the teachers in this study, advocate for the role of play in helping young 
children to learn. In other instances, teachers merge or fuse together different 
perspectives and hence multiple codes are used. Both sets of data, the online 
survey results and interview transcripts, were analysed using the same codes and 
then parallels and divergences amongst the data sets sought. This is represented 
by using coloured text in Table 4.2. - explained in the key above. Table 4.2. is used 







Table 4.2. Summary of the main findings  






1. MAT pupils are those who have actualised academic and/or non-academic abilities, 
but such abilities are not always ‘fixed’. 
2. Definitions of MAT did not include underachievement or special needs. The issue of 
asynchronous development was identified by only one teacher.  
3. Teacher-leaders are more likely to refer to quantitative measures when defining MAT 
than those without a leadership role.  
4. Methods of MAT identification are predominately teacher-based. 









5. 75% of teachers (12/16) emphasise a child-centred view of play, based on 
characteristics such as autonomy, choice and exploratory learning.  
6. ‘Play’ terminology was not used, yet a range of learning was defined as ‘play’ if it 
fulfilled certain child-centric criteria (defined in finding 5). 
7. Just over 70% (8/11) agreed that activities like investigations and inquiry-work can be 
defined as play-based activities. Perspectives about whether other activities could be 
defined as play varied.  
8. Teacher-leaders are more likely to emphasise the regulatory aspects of play, linked to 

















9. 100% value the role of play for MAT and non-MAT pupils in Years 1-2 and 100% 
agreed that play should feature in the curriculum. 73% (8/11)) said play should 
feature in equal balance to other strategies (50-50) although 27% (3/11) said play 
should be less frequent (20-40%), for all children not just MAT. 
10. Disagreement was expressed regarding whether MAT children have different play 
needs. 
11. 100% of teachers agree that play has holistic benefits for MAT pupils. Social and 
























12. MAT pupils engage in a wide variety of play activities. 
13. 100% (16/16) of teachers believe that MAT pupils’ play-activity choices reflect those 
made by their non-MAT peers. 
14. All children (irrespective of ability) enjoy social, dramatic and outdoor play. 
15. Some play activity choices are understood to be influenced more by gender 
preferences than ability. For example, girls select art, toys or fine motor activities 
more frequently, whilst boys’ select competitive sports games, computer games and 
construction and messy play more often than girls. However, ability is understood to 
impact on the general choices MAT pupils make - with ten teachers agreeing they 


























16. The most frequently observed play behaviours are associative and cooperative play 
amongst MAT and non-MAT boys and girls alike. 
17. MAT pupils are ‘sometimes’ involved in non-social forms of play, but this is more 
prevalent amongst boys than girls. 
18. Seven teachers identified that MAT pupils have different play behaviours compared 
to non-MAT pupils. They’re considered amongst other traits, to be more independent 














19. All teachers plan and assess play in the same way for MAT and non-MAT pupils. 8/11 
surveyed teachers and 5/5 interviewed teachers-leaders believe that pre-planning 
and linking play to outcomes is important, which is reflected in their subsequent 
practice.   
20. Continuous and enhanced provision activities are co-constructed, reflecting pupils’ 
voice and their interests. Activities are differentiated and provide choice. 
21. There is disagreement regarding whether play can be considered a MAT strategy. 
Play is not viewed as a ‘MAT strategy’ nor considered to be as effective as other 
strategies in meeting the needs of MAT pupils. Play is not distinguished from other 





















22. Managing health and safety, modelling and questioning are the most common play-
roles of practitioners. Teachers who spend most of their time managing health and 
safety are more likely to define play from a regulatory perspective.  
23. Co-partnering, assessing and observing play are the least commonly engaged in play-
roles. Teachers least likely to engage in these practices are those who hold a 
regulatory view of play or who believe play should be reduced in Years 1-2.  
24. Most practitioners do not alter their play-actions for MAT pupils.  

























4.3. Teachers’ demographic information 
Seven schools, representing a quarter of Welsh NACE ‘Challenge Award’ 
accredited primary schools, took part in this study. Eleven teachers from five 
schools completed the online survey and five teachers from two schools took part 
in a group interview, held at their respective school sites. Teachers’ demographic 
information is provided in Table 4.3. Pseudonyms have been used for 
interviewees and numbers for the surveyed teachers to conceal their identities.  
In attempting to understand teachers’ responses and to look for emerging 
patterns in the data, four variables were identified: 
Teachers’ 
• Years of experience 
• Current teaching year group 
• Educational backgrounds  
• Holding a current leadership role (or not) 
To determine whether a variable, or combination of variables, impacted or 
influenced teachers’ results, I devised a grid which mapped teachers’ 
demographic information alongside their responses to each question. I then 
looked for trends and divergences across the entire data set, considering the type 
of language they used and the ideas they expressed. For example, if teachers with 
a leadership post expressed similar ideas or used similar terminology to each 
other, which was not used by non-leaders, then I deemed the finding ‘significant’ 
since it represented a trend in this particular data set. Statistical models were not 
used because the sample size was too small to establish reliable conclusions. 
Where a variable does appear to have impacted upon or influenced results, this is 
indicated in Table 4.2. These are discussed, where applicable, in section 4.4.  
Teachers were not asked to indicate their gender on the survey. During the 
analysis phase I checked through the websites of the seven schools and found 
that only three males work in Years 1-2. In this study, it is only known for certain 
that one male completed the survey (since all eligible teachers at his school 
completed the survey), whilst at least thirteen (81%) women took part. How 
representative this sample is of the entire Year 1-2 teaching workforce in Wales is 
unknown. Gender may be an important variable affecting perspectives about the 
suitability of play for MAT pupils in the EYs, although this could only be 
determined if a larger and more balanced sample were studied. No conclusions 
about this issue can be determined from this inquiry.
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Table 4.3. Teachers’ demographic information  
 






Total Years of Teaching 
Experience in Years 1-2 (Range) 
Number of  
Teachers 
0-5 years 8 
6-11 years 4 
12 years 4 
Total Years of Teaching 
Experience (Range) 
Number of  
Teachers 
 0-9 years 5 
10-17 years  7 









Teacher 1 Year 2 FP Lead BEd Primary Wales Yes 24 19 79% 10 9 0 0
Teacher 2 Year 1 Creative Schools PGCE Wales Yes 11 7 64% 6 1 0 0
Teacher 3 Year 2 BEd Primary Wales Yes 13 5 38% 5 0 0 0
Teacher 4 Year 2
GTP (Graduate Teacher 
Program)  Wales
Yes 12 3 25% 3 0 0 0
Teacher 5 Mixed Yr 1-2 PGCE England No 27 12 44% 5 0 7 0
Teacher 6 Year 2 BEd Primary Wales Yes 10 1 10% 1 0 0 9
Teacher 7 Year 1 FP Lead BEd Primary Wales Yes 12 7 58% 7 0 0 0
Teacher 8 Year 2 BEd Primary Wales Yes 18 16 89% 10 6 0 0
Teacher 9 Year 1 PGCE Wales Yes 15 15 100% 9 5 1 0
Teacher 10 Year 2 Deputy Head BEd Primary Wales Yes 15 9 60% 9 0 0 6
Teacher 11 Year 2 BEd Primary England Yes 4 4 100% 4 0 0 0
Meghan Year 1 Head Yr 1-2 BEd Primary Wales 
& PGCE England
Yes 5 1.5 30% 1.5 0 0 0
Gwen Reception Head lower FP BEd Primary Wales Yes 23 1 <1% 1 0 0 0
Lowri Year 2 Assistant Head BEd Primary Wales Yes 8 4 50% 4 0 0 0
Beth Year 1 BEd Primary Wales No 7 7 100% 4 3 0 0










Years of experience teaching pupils 
aged between 5-7 only
TeachesTeacher
Total Years 




















   
   
   






















4.3.1. Educational backgrounds 
Table 4.3. shows that 81% of teachers completed their initial teacher training (ITT) 
in Wales and 19% in England. The most popular route into teaching was through 
the completion of a Bachelor of Education (B.Ed.) Primary degree (69%), with all 
except one teacher, completing this degree in Wales.  
Regarding professional development (PD) training, in-house training was 
identified as the only source of MAT training for half the entire sample (eight 
teachers). All teachers agreed that in-house and external training, including 
collaboration with other schools (School B), had been effective in furthering their 
MAT knowledge and understanding. A small number of teachers (4, 11 and 
teacher-leader 7) reported receiving MAT training at ITT. Thirteen teachers (81%) 
reported involvement in the NACE accreditation process, although only three 
teachers (teachers 1, 3 and teacher-leader) reported receiving the official NACE 
training. None of the sixteen teachers in the sample had received training on how 
play might be used to support MAT pupils’ learning. Despite this, four teachers (1, 
2, 10 and teacher-leader 7) selected the option that their MAT training had been 
specifically related to the EYs.  
As guidance material can be considered a form of PD, teachers were asked to 
identify which MAT guidance materials provided by the WG had been useful. 
Whilst NACE Quality Standards (WAG, 2008) and the FP (WG, 2015b) were 
regarded as the most useful sources amongst survey and interview results, two 
surveyed teachers regarded these sources ‘not useful’, whilst three selected 
‘unsure’ for NACE guidance (Figure 4.3.1.). Surprisingly, the WGs guidance on MAT 
identification and provision (ACCAC, 2003) was not known by five teachers. 
Workshops received a mixed response.  
Figure 4.3.1. Surveyed teachers’ perceptions of the usefulness of WG guidance 
























Perceived usefulness of WG guidance for EYs MAT pupils 
NACE Quality Standards (WAG, 2008)
FP Framework / Revised (WG, 2015b)
 'A curriculum of opportunity' (ACCAC, 2003)
LEA / LEC workshops
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All teachers agreed that they had received play training at ITT level and whilst in 
service. In-house training was rated most positively, followed by external training. 
The content of their training was not determined, however. Due to word 
constraints, additional information about play training is contained in Appendix Z. 
4.3.2. Years of experience 
Table 4.3. shows that teachers completing the surveys have marginally more 
experience, on average, than interviewed teachers. Overall, 69% of the total 
sample has more than ten years of teaching experience. Whilst no teachers opted 
for a specialised EYs degree, it is interesting to note that for ten teachers (60%), or 
possibly twelve11, at least half of their teaching career has been spent specifically 
teaching pupils between the ages of five to seven. The survey did not ask for a 
breakdown of other year groups taught; therefore, the extent of their experience 
teaching in other play-based classes, like nursery or reception, is unknown. 
4.3.3. Current year group taught  
An over-representation (73%) of Year 2 teachers completed the survey. Interviews 
were more balanced, with a teacher from Year 1 and another from Year 2 
represented. Gwen, a reception teacher, joined the interview at School A because 
of her ample, twenty-three years of experience working in play-based settings.  
4.3.4. Leadership role 
Finally, the sample shows marginally more teachers holding a leadership position 
(56%) than those who do not (44%). Of the nine teachers holding leadership 
posts, this included all five interviewed teachers and four surveyed teachers.  
4.4. Main Findings 
This section is divided into seven sub-sections which reflects the seven key 
categories or themes that emerged from the literature review. An extract from 
Table 4.2. is presented at the start of each sub-section to provide an overview of 
the main findings that follow. A key is provided within the table to remind the 
reader of what the coloured text in the ‘main findings’ column means. Each 
finding is coded to indicate whether it represents a Piagetian (P), a Vygotskian (V), 
and/or ‘other’ perspective (O). An explanation of the meaning of the sub-themes 
(represented by the coloured ticks in the table) is provided at the start of each 
 
11 Regarding the total years of experience teaching Years 1-2, Teacher 6 indicated one year and Teacher 10, nine 
years: figures which correlated with the answers they provided for experience teaching the FP. I made the 
decision to discard the ‘other curriculum’ figures they gave in the analysis because the accumulative years of 
teaching 5-7 years olds did not match the figure they gave for ‘total years of Year 1-2 experience’. It is possible 
that they have taught this age range in systems which do not use the terminology ‘year-groups’, which might 
explain why the figures provided do not match. Alternatively, teachers may have misread the question – focusing 
only on ‘other curricula’, without considering the age range specified. As I was unable to clarify this issue because 
I did not have their contact details, I opted to accept the figure they provided for total years of Year 1-2 




sub-section. The analysis and discussion of the findings is undertaken in Chapter 
Five. 
4.4.1. Theme One: Teachers’ definitions of MAT and MAT identification methods 
Table 4.2. Summary of the main findings (extract)   
Teachers’ Main findings P V 0 
Definitions of 
MAT and MAT 
identification 
methods 
1. MAT pupils include those who have actualised academic and/or non-
academic abilities, but such abilities are not always ‘fixed’. 
2. Definitions of MAT did not include underachievement or special needs. The 
issue of asynchronous development was identified by only one teacher.  
3. Teacher-leaders are more likely to refer to quantitative measures when 
defining MAT than those without a leadership role.  
4. Methods of MAT identification are predominately teacher-based. 








Text colours and their meaning: 
• Black text indicates that the findings relate to survey and interview responses. 
• Purple text indicates that the findings specifically relate to interview responses.  
 
As neither Piaget nor Vygotsky discussed issues related to specific groups of pupils 
or to precocious development, all responses were coded as ‘other’. The use of 
blue ticks indicates that the findings do not relate to a regulatory view of play. 
The first three findings were derived from an analysis of teachers’ responses to an 
open-ended question which asked them to define ‘MAT’ from their own 
perspective. I categorised their responses into qualitative and quantitative 
definitions. Five teachers provided a quantitative definition, six provided a 
qualitative definition and five provided a mixed quantitative-qualitative definition, 
as indicated in Table 4.4.1. All teachers agreed that the MAT definition they 
provided reflected their school’s MAT policy and all, except teacher 3, said they 
agreed with it. Teacher 3 disagreed stating ‘it doesn’t mean a child is MAT just 
because he/she is achieving more than his/her peers’, although this was not 
explained further. The fourth finding was also derived from both data sets. Each 













Table 4.4.1. Teachers’ definitions of MAT 
Quantitative Definitions Teacher(s) 
MAT attainment is higher than their peers 
MAT pupils are the top 20% in the year group.  
 
‘Exceptionally able’ are the “top 5%’ 
Teacher 3 and teacher-
leaders 2 and 7. 
MAT pupils are the top 20% in any class.  5 teacher-leaders from 
Schools A & B 
“The top 10% in any class, in any given area”.  Teacher 4 
MAT pupils are “roughly 18 months to two years above the 
chronological age in reading and spelling”.  
Teacher 8 
Qualitative Definitions Teacher(s) 
MAT attainment is higher than their peers 
“Children who have achieved highly inside and outside of school”.  Teacher 5 
“Children who are attaining beyond the expected outcomes”.  Teacher 11 
“The most able pupils in any domain”.  Teacher 6 
 ‘More able’ are pupils with high academic ability and ‘talented’ 
pupils with high non-academic ability.  Pupils can be MAT if they 
have a specific ability/talent in one domain.   
5 teacher-leaders from 
Schools A & B 
“’More able’ pupils have a broad range of achievement at a very 
high level. Talented are pupils who excel in one or more specific 
fields but not across all areas of learning”.  
‘Exceptionally able’ are those “who are well beyond their peers”. 
Teacher-leader 1. 
‘Exceptionally able’ are those “working above the challenging 
level for that group”. 
Teacher 4 
MAT require additional challenge and provision 
Children who require “appropriate provision”. Teacher 9 
“Pupils who require opportunities for challenge and extension”.  Teacher-leader 10 
 
1st Finding: MAT pupils include those who have actualised academic and/or non-
academic abilities, but such abilities are not always fixed. 
Most teachers demonstrated a broad view of MAT, recognising that high ability 
can be present across a wide range of domains. Interviewed teachers 
acknowledged that pupils’ abilities are not always fixed, and nor are they 
expected to be. They acknowledged that skills and ability levels are fluid and may 
fluctuate over time since ability is dependent upon factors such as interest in the 
topic being taught.  Most teachers stressed the importance of actualised, high 
ability to be considered MAT. At Schools A and B, teachers acknowledged that 
some pupils have the ‘potential’ to be MAT, yet to be placed on the MAT register, 
their levels need to be within the top 20% of the year group. Two leaders and a 
teacher-leader agreed that their school recognises a sub-group of ‘exceptionally 
able’ pupils within their MAT definition, although this wasn’t agreed upon by 




2nd Finding: Definitions of MAT did not include underachievement or special needs. 
The issue of asynchronous development was identified by only one teacher.  
Only Gwen (School A) identified the issue of asynchronous development: an issue 
she felt was particularly pertinent to MAT boys. She noted how MAT boys’ 
cognitive skills are usually more advanced than their social and fine motor skills, 
resulting in them not demonstrating their full capability until they are older.  
3rd Finding: Teacher-leaders are more likely to refer to quantitative measures 
when defining MAT than those without a leadership role. 
Of the nine teachers who applied a percentage size to classify MAT pupils, seven 
hold leadership positions. 7/8 or 78% of teacher-leaders used quantitative 
definitions, which is a large majority, compared to teachers not holding a 
leadership position (2/7 = 28%). 
4th Finding: Methods of MAT identification are predominately teacher-based. 
Survey results found that teacher nomination and teachers’ formative assessment 
results are regarded as the top two identification strategies. These methods, in 
addition to two other teacher-based methods: moderation of pupils’ work and 
summative assessment data, are determined to be the most reliable sources to 
identify MAT. The use of formative and summative data to identify MAT pupils 
were also considered reliable sources at the interviewed schools. At schools A and 
B teachers were very comfortable in identifying academic ability but less 
confident in identifying talent, resulting in them seeking parental nominations for 
the latter, but not the former. Gwen commented, 
 “it’s the ‘talented’ bit that gets lost (...) I think in school we sometimes 
are guilty of looking at the more academic side of it (...) I don’t think we 
do overlook them here, but I think there can be a tendency to do it”. 
Parents are asked to complete a ‘My Profile’ booklet for their child at the start of 
the year. Teachers then use this information about children’s interests, hobbies 
and talents, to plan learning. At Parent-Teacher Conferences this is reviewed. 
Only 45% (5/11) of surveyed teachers reported using parental nomination as a 
MAT identification method, with only two teachers (18%) regarding it one of their 
top five, most reliable MAT methods. This method was ranked ninth place out of 
eleven, indicating its low status amongst this sample of teachers. 100% of 
surveyed teachers reported informing parents that their child is MAT and 73% 
said they provide parents with information on how to help their MAT child at 
home.  
Appendix Y contains additional information regarding the results of identification 
strategies from this study and compares results to those established in MTC’s 
(2015) report.  





4.4.2. Theme Two: Teachers’ definitions of play 
Table 4.2. Summary of the main findings (extract) 
Teachers’ Main findings P V 0 
Definitions 
of play 
5. 75% of teachers (12/16) emphasise a child-centred view of play, based on 
characteristics such as autonomy, choice and exploratory learning.  
6. ‘Play’ terminology was not used, yet a range of learning was defined as ‘play’ if 
it fulfilled certain child-centric criteria (defined in finding 5). 
7. Just over 70% (8/11) agreed that activities like investigations and inquiry-work 
can be defined as play-based activities, although perspectives about whether 
other activities could be defined as play varied. 
8. Teacher-leaders are more likely to emphasise the regulatory aspects of play, 


















Text colours and their meaning: 
• Black text indicates that the findings relate to survey and interview responses. 
• Blue text indicates that the findings specifically relate to survey responses. 
• Purple text indicates that the findings specifically relate to interview responses. 
 
Four main findings related to this theme were found. The four black ticks show 
findings that reflect a Piagetian or Vygotskian perspective. The red ticks indicate 
findings reflecting a regulatory view of play. The two blue ticks indicate findings 
that do not reflect a Piagetian or Vygotskian perspective, nor a regulatory view of 
play, but something else.   
Table 4.4.2a. shows the results of teachers’ personal definitions of play, from 
which findings five and six are derived. Table 4.4.2a. is presented first. 
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Table 4.4.2a. Teachers’ definitions of play 
Piagetian Perspective Vygotskian Perspective ‘Other’ Perspective 
“Children are free to choose their own equipment and 
share these with friends or alone”. Teacher 8 
“Also, equipment is chosen for the children 
with ideas/modelling given to help those 
understand how to play and use the 
equipment – outside equipment more 
here”. Teacher 8 
“Activities planned that are play based but have 
a clear focus according to the learning objective 
being taught”.  
Teacher-leader 7 
“Children choosing their own way of interacting”. 
Teacher 5 
“Pupils use their creativity and imagination through 
play”.  Teacher 6 
Beth “scaffolding that learning as well in 
their play”.   
Carys “We’ll have activities that we plan, 
but then we’ll have continuous provision as 
well, which is the structured play. So, every 
week we’ll structure to link into what we’re 
doing as well and we develop different 
skills”. School B 
“When children have specific challenges in their 
'areas', which 'stretch' their learning when 
exploring a subject or topic”. Teacher 11 
“Engaging on a practical level. Engage for enjoyment”. 
Teacher 3 
“Structured, well planned, creative activities to 
develop the 'whole' child”. Teacher-leader 10 
“Independent, child-led, continuous and enhanced, 
collaborating, children alongside each other, 
enjoyable, fun, discovery, curious, hands-on, 
experiential, risk-taking”. Teacher 4 
“Play is an excellent tool for learning as long as it 
is provided for effectively”.   
Teacher 9 
“Where children take part in activities led by 
themselves and do so with fun and enjoyment”. 
Teacher-leader 2 
Collaborating with peers: teachers 4, 8.  Carys “play helps those outcomes. It’s a positive 
rather than a negative. Play doesn’t set them 
back”. School B 
“Exploratory and engaging activities that result in pupils 
developing a deep and meaningful understanding of 
concepts and the opportunity to develop skills”. 
Teacher-leader 1 
 Beth “Especially when it’s planned for correctly, I 
think that’s the main thing – the planning stage. 
If you’re planning those activities, those 
enriching activities” and creating a “balance 
between what they (children) want to know and 
what they need to know really”. School B 
Beth “exploring”, “experimenting”, “follow(ing) their 
interests” Carys “building on their own personalities (...) 
their own well-being (...) and having that ‘hands-on’ 
experience”. School B 
Lowri. children “apply skills they’ve learnt in a more 
practical situation. Children lead enhanced and 
continuous provision, they decide what they want to 
learn, to do with our topic, and they organise that on 
their COOL task sheets, which means ‘Choose Our Own 
Learning’”. School A 
 Activities are planned with the pupils’ input and 
then linked to learning outcomes by teachers. 
School A. In free-play Lowri “adapts” children’s 
ideas so it “has a learning focus”, a strategy 
Meghan also uses. School A  
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5th Finding: 75% of teachers (12/16) emphasise a child-centred view of play, based 
on characteristics such as autonomy, choice and exploratory learning. 
These features of play reflect a child-centred (Burman, 2016) view of play, which 
advocates that the child should be an active agent in their own learning, with the 
ability to make their own choices in the activities they engage in and with whom. 
The use of descriptors such as ‘active’, ‘practical’ and ‘hands-on’ activities reflect 
the language of the FP (WG, 2015b:4). The socio-emotional impact on learners, 
like ‘enjoyment’ and having ‘fun’, were also identified as aspects of ‘play’ by 
teachers. These particular characteristics were further reinforced by the seven 
surveyed teachers who answered question 12c.i., an open-ended question that 
asked them to determine what makes an activity play-based (as opposed to non-
play-based). Their results were analysed and shown in the table below. 
Table 4.4.2b. Surveyed teachers’ views about what makes an activity play-based 
 
Table 4.4.2b. indicates that location was a criterion used by some teachers in 
establishing whether an activity can be considered as play or not. Teachers 4, 8 
and 9, for example, specifically associated play with ‘continuous’ and ‘enhanced’ 
provision areas.  At School A the activities undertaken by children in enhanced 
and continuous provision areas were called ‘COOL’ (‘Choose Our Own Learning’) 
activities and were defined by staff as play. Teachers highlighted the importance 
of the nature of the activities (based on pupil choice, pupils’ ideas and active 
learning) undertaken rather than the location per se. Teachers 4 and 8 also 
identified role-play as a play-based activity (Table 4.4.2b.)  Both Piaget (Allen and 
Gordon, 2011) and Vygotsky (1967) acknowledged that fantasy play is the 
characteristic form of play for children aged between two/three to seven years 
old, with the latter identifying its importance for supporting cognitive and social 







“In context, using role play, practical activities, 
chalk, playdough, sand, water”. Teacher 4 
“It would depend on the 
challenge that was set in 
the area”. Teacher 11 
“These activities could be placed in the enhanced 
and continuous provision in the class e.g. role 
play, construction where children would be playing 
or playing school, cafe in the role-play area”.  
Teacher 8 
It would depend on the 
planning behind the 
activities and the 
expected outcomes of 
the session”.  
Teacher-leader 10 
“If the children view the 
activities as fun and non-
threatening to their self-
esteem”. Teacher 5 
“Set challenges to incorporate these activities and 
provide opportunities for these things in enhanced 
provision in the classroom”. Teacher 9 
 
“Activities that would 
enable pupils to have a 
physical 'hands on' 





 6th Finding: ‘Play’ terminology is not used in Schools A and B, yet a range of 
learning was defined as ‘play’ if it fulfilled certain child-centric criteria (defined in 
finding 5). 
The decision to not adopt the terminology ‘play’ at School A, was the result of a 
deliberate decision taken at school-policy level. Here, ‘experiential learning’ is the 
phrase adopted by staff and the acronym ‘COOL’ used with children. It was felt 
that the word ‘play’ encourages children to “act silly” (Lowri). Meghan said COOL 
is used because “we don’t want them to think that it’s completely unrelated to 
school or the task”. At School B, the term ‘explore’ is used by FP staff. This 
practice was attributed to habit rather than a conscious decision. Reflecting on 
why ‘play’ is not used, Beth said: “I don’t know why really, play is not a bad word 
and it’s what we want them to do”.  
Despite not using the term ‘play’, much of children’s learning was described as 
play. At School B, the teachers provided an example of children using technology 
to conduct research, so I asked whether this activity could be considered as play. 
An excerpt from the discussion is shown below.  
Carys - “It’s difficult to say. If they’ve chosen to do it and it’s independent” 
Beth - “And it’s also their interest, it’s what they’ve chosen” 
Carys - “if they’ve asked to do something along those lines and they enjoy it, 
then I probably would” (define it as play). 
These examples indicate that interviewed teachers define play not necessarily 
according to the activity itself, but whether the activity fulfils certain child-centric 
criteria, such as being pupil-selected or interest-led. There was, however, a little 
hesitation and uncertainty expressed in determining whether an activity might be 
defined as play or not, reflected in the language adopted, such as “it’s difficult to 
say” and “probably”.  
7th Finding: A lack of consensus exists regarding what activities can be identified 
as ‘play’. 
Figure 4.4.2. indicates that just over 70% of teachers (8/11) agree that activities 
like investigations and inquiry-work can be defined as play-based activities. 
Projects and completing sums were identified as play-based activities by seven 
teachers, whilst activities like closed tasks, worksheets and spelling activities were 
least likely to be regarded as play.  
To be regarded as ‘play’, some teachers identified the importance of an activity 
having certain characteristics, including being self-selected, practical and fun (as 
indicated in Table 4.4.2b and discussed in the sixth finding). This may help to 
explain why some teachers selected the option ‘maybe’ - since these activities 
may be self-selected and provide enjoyment to some children (and hence meet 
the child-centric criteria outlined previously), or they may not (as these activities 





Figure 4.4.2. Surveyed teachers’ perspectives regarding which activities can be 














8th Finding: Teacher-leaders are more likely to emphasise the regulatory aspects of 
play, linked to planning, targets, outcomes and purposeful play than non-leaders. 
Of the nine teachers (56%) who defined play in relation to regulatory 
characteristics, seven are teacher-leaders. This represents 78% (7/9) of the total 
number of teacher-leaders across the entire sample. At the interviewed schools, it 
was evident that these purposeful aspects of play were closely linked to child-
centric, developmental psychological views of play (Piagetian perspectives at 
Schools A and B and Vygotskian at School B – see Table 4.4.2a.). Teacher 8 also 
referred to Vygotskian (and post-Vygotskian) ideas, mentioning the role of adults 
in ‘modelling’ and ‘scaffolding’ play, alluding to the ZPD, to support children’s 
progress (Table 4.4.2a.). 
This sub-section has indicated that when teachers define ‘play’, the majority refer 
to the characteristics associated with the child-centred discourse of development 
psychology, based on pupil choice, interests, fun and active learning. Regarding 
activities, there was less agreement amongst the surveyed teachers about which 
might be considered play (or not). The findings also show that teacher-leaders are 
more likely to emphasise the purposeful nature of play, linked to outcomes, 
compared to those who do not hold a leadership position.  
Next, I review teachers’ beliefs about play.  
 
 

























4.4.3. Theme Three: Teachers’ beliefs about play 
Table 4.2. Summary of the main findings (extract) 
Teachers’ Main findings P V 0 
Beliefs 
about play 
9. 100% value the role of play for MAT and non-MAT pupils in Years 1-2 and 100% 
agreed that play should feature in the curriculum. 73% (8/11) said play should 
feature in equal balance to other strategies (50-50) although 27% (3/11) said 
play should be less frequent (20-40%) for all children, not just MAT. 
10. Disagreement was expressed about whether MAT children have different play 
needs. 
11. 100% of teachers agree that play has holistic benefits for MAT pupils. Social 





















Text colours and their meaning: 
• Black text indicates that the findings relate to survey and interview responses. 
• Blue text indicates that the findings specifically relate to survey responses. 
 
The four black ticks indicate findings that reflect Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories. 
The green ticks show findings which could be accommodated into Piaget and 
Vygotsky’s frameworks, even if they did not identify the exact points raised. The 
blue ticks indicate ‘other’ findings, not related to a regulatory view of play. 
9th Finding: 100% of teachers value the role of play for MAT and non-MAT pupils in 
Years 1-2 and 100% agreed that play should feature in the curriculum. 
In drawing upon their own definition of play to answer the question about the 
extent to which play should feature in the curriculum, eight surveyed teachers 
indicated that a 50-50 balance between play and other strategies is the most 
appropriate approach in Years 1-2 for all children, not just MAT pupils. The 
remaining three teachers felt that play should be reduced to 20-40% of learning 
time. These results are reflected in the survey responses related to the extent to 
which play is deemed an important feature in the three provision areas. 
Figure 4.4.3. Surveyed teachers’ views about how important it is that each area of 






























Very important that play is
the predominant feature
There should be a balance






The results indicate that the most popular survey response selected was a 
‘balance’ between play and non-play activities across all types of provision. Play is 
endorsed across the curriculum, but particularly in enhanced and continuous 
provision areas (Figure 4.4.3.). Focused provision, which Taylor et al. (2016) found 
to be typically teacher-led, is the provision area where the presence of play is 
deemed least important. Only Teacher 6 felt that play should be a predominant 
feature of focused provision, whilst Teacher 9 felt that play-based activities in 
continuous provision are unimportant.   
At the interviewed schools, the role of play was linked to several benefits: 
• Providing children with “more opportunities” to be engaged and to develop 
their skills rather than “being sat at a desk” (Meghan, School A).  
• Supporting learning through exploration (Carys, School B)  
• Children “engage much more with it, rather than just being sat there” (Beth, 
School B). 
• It enhances their risk-taking skills: 
“with play, they have the opportunity to develop in every area (...) 
without the pressure of feeling ‘oh this is work, I’ve gotta do it right’” 
(Meghan, School A). 
children “are more likely to take a risk (in play) than they are in a more 
formal activity” (Gwen, School A). 
Play is also considered a necessity - supporting children’s needs in relation to the 
type of learning they’re perceived to be ready for. Formal learning was considered 
an inappropriate strategy by teachers at both schools. Carys (School B) summed 
this perspective up when she said that children “are not ready for it” and “they 
need that with their peers don’t they, to be collaborative?”  
10th Finding: Disagreement was expressed about whether MAT children have 
different play needs. 
The table below shows the results of two questions asked about the play needs of 
pupils in the FP.  
Table 4.4.3a.  MAT pupils’ perceived play needs  
Questions Survey Results Interview Results 
Do ‘more able’ pupils 
have different play 







As teachers were not asked to explain their choices, 
it is not known why these selections were made. 
Do MAT pupils have 
different play needs 
compared to their non-
MAT peers? 
Yes (2) 
No (7 teachers) 
Unsure (2 teachers) 
Yes (3 from School A) 
No (2 from School B) 




The results demonstrate that the majority of teachers (13/16) agree that there is 
no difference between the play needs of ‘more able’ pupils and ‘talented’ pupils. 
In contrast, there was more discrepancy related to MAT and non-MAT pupils’ 
play-needs. Just over 50% of teachers (9/16) held the view that MAT and non-
MAT pupils have similar play needs to each other, but the remaining teachers 
were either ‘unsure’ or felt their play needs are indeed different.  
11th Finding: 100% of teachers agree that play has holistic benefits for MAT pupils. 
Social and psychological benefits of play were deemed the most important. 
The table below, derived from question 19 of the survey (Appendix N), shows 
surveyed teachers’ unanimous agreement that play is ‘beneficial’ or ‘very 
beneficial’ for all developmental domains.  
Table 4.4.3b. Surveyed teachers’ perspectives regarding the extent to which play 











(crucial) (important) (needs are better met through 
non-play strategies) 
Cognitive  8 3 0 0 
Social 11 0 0 0 
Physical  5 6 0 0 
Emotional /  
psychological  
10 1 0 0 
 
The impact of play on pupils’ social and emotional/psychological development 
was regarded most highly by surveyed teachers: a finding likewise endorsed by 
interviewees. The table below identifies the social (and personal) skills teachers 
identified as being developed and improved by play.  
Table 4.4.3c. Social and personal skills that play develops according to teachers’ 
perspectives 
Social and personal skills Survey Results Interview Results 
Developing relationships Teachers 4, 8, 10  
and 11  
All five teacher-leaders 
in Schools A & B  Interacting with others 
Turn-taking/sharing 
Working with peers 
Improving communication N/A All five teacher-leaders 
in Schools A & B Improving confidence 
Developing their independence Teacher 11  Carys (School B) 
Practising previously learnt skills N/A 
 
Whilst teachers at School B felt that play was the best strategy for developing the 
aforementioned social and personal skills, teachers at School A felt non-play 
strategies such as ‘talk partners’ and ‘circle time’ could also develop pupils’ 
communication and peer interaction skills. Piaget and Vygotsky (Allen and 
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Gordon, 2011) emphasised the importance of working with peers, although 
Vygotsky (1967) accentuated its impact on developing language, and in turn, its 
impact on developing cognition, to a greater extent than Piaget.  
Nine surveyed teachers agreed that MAT pupils enjoy and benefit from play as 
much as their peers (question 17.c.i.b., Appendix N). Teacher-leader 2 selected 
the option that ‘“more able” pupils do not enjoy play as much as “talented” 
pupils, although they still benefit from engaging in play’. Teacher 11 selected the 
option that ‘MAT pupils do not enjoy or benefit from play as much as peers’. 
Reasons for their choices were not provided, however.  
This sub-section has demonstrated that all teachers view play positively, with 
most agreeing that it should be present in up to 50% of all children’s entire 
learning experiences in Years 1-2 in the FP. Play activities are discussed next. 
4.4.4. Theme Four: Teachers’ views of children’s play activities 
Table 4.2. Summary of the main findings (extract) 





12. MAT pupils engage in a wide variety of play activities. 
13. 100% (16/16) of teachers believe that MAT pupils’ play-activity choices reflect 
those made by their non-MAT peers. 
14. All children (irrespective of ability) enjoy social, dramatic and outdoor play  
15. Some play activity choices are understood to be influenced more by gender 
preferences than ability. For example, girls select art, toys or fine motor 
activities more frequently, whilst boys’ select competitive sports games, 
computer games and construction and messy play more often than girls. 
However, ability is understood to impact on the general choices MAT pupils 
make - with ten teachers agreeing they prefer to select non-play activities if 

























Text colours and their meaning: 
• Black text indicates that the findings relate to survey and interview responses. 
• Blue text indicates that the findings specifically relate to survey responses. 
• Purple text indicates that the findings specifically relate to interview responses. 
 
The black ticks indicate that the findings correlate with Piagetian or Vygotskian 
ideas. The green ticks indicate that the findings are not specifically Piagetian or 
Vygotskian, yet the findings would not contradict the essence of their theories. 
‘Other’ ideas, not reflecting a regulatory view of play, are indicated by the blue 
ticks.  
12th Finding: MAT pupils engage in a wide variety of play activities 
The data in Figure 4.4.4. indicates that surveyed teachers believe that MAT 
children engage in a wide range of play activities. These findings also suggest that 
teachers provide pupils access to such activities. How much time, in terms of 
hours per week, teachers allot for pupils to engage in these activities and how 
long MAT pupils typically engage in such activities, was not determined in this 
inquiry. 
Teachers at the interviewed schools identified a range of play activities that they 
make available for children. Their outdoor learning areas, for example, consist of 
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construction, role-play, physical play and small world activities, whilst inside 
learning areas contain books, toys, art materials and ICT equipment. The 
availability of a range of ways for children to engage in play was endorsed by 
Piaget (Feldhusen, 2004). Similarly, Vygotsky (Duncan and Tarulli, 2003) 
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MAT Girls




























Type of play activity
MAT Boys
Often (B) Sometimes (B) Rarely (B) Never (B)
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13th Finding: 100% of teachers believe that MAT pupils’ play-activity choices 
reflect those made by their non-MAT peers. 
There was unanimous agreement amongst all sixteen teachers that MAT and non-
MAT pupils make similar play-activity choices, indicating that teachers do not 
consider pupils’ play choices to be influenced by their ability levels. Neither Piaget 
nor Vygotsky identified ability to be factor in determining children’s play choices 
or their play behaviours, rather they made distinction based broadly on age 
(competitive play from age seven+ and imaginative play between two/three years 
to age seven).  
14th Finding: All children (irrespective of ability) enjoy social, dramatic and outdoor 
play. 
Surveyed teachers were asked to identify the top five, most frequently selected 
play activities of MAT children. As the table below indicates, when results for 
‘sometimes’ and ‘often’ are combined, social play, outdoor play and dramatic play 
are engaged in at the same frequency by girls and boys alike: that is first, third and 
fifth place respectively. All teachers agreed that their choices for MAT would 
represent their selections for non-MAT pupils. This further indicates that teachers 
do not believe that pupil play choices are correlated with ability levels. Social play 
and outdoor play were also selected as the top two play choices of all pupils by 
the teachers at School A and B.  
Table 4.4.4. The top five most frequently selected play activities of MAT children 
(survey results) 






















outdoor learning,  
toys 











Dramatic play was distinguished from social play in the survey because the former is 
associated entirely with ‘make-believe’ play, whereas social play can also include play 
which is ‘real-life’.   
 
Dramatic play was considered by Piaget (Allen and Gordon, 2011) and Vygotsky 
(1967) to be the characteristic and predominant form of play for children between 
two/three years-old to seven. Dramatic play was identified by teachers as the fifth 
most frequently engaged in play activity of children, although reportedly selected 
more ‘often’ by girls than boys. This suggests that teachers do not consider 
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dramatic play to be the predominant form of play within their school settings. 
Teachers at School B highly endorsed the place of role-play in the FP for helping 
develop pupils’ creativity, imagination, communication and collaboration skills. At 
their school, pupils have daily access to a large indoor role-play area (the size of 
one of their classroom’s). Pupils helped design and create this area, linked to the 
theme of study. A common feature of social and dramatic play activities, and 
arguably some forms of outdoor play, is that they require peers to work together 
cooperatively.  The importance of peer relationships and collaboration was 
identified by both theorists.  
15th Finding: Some play activity choices are understood to be influenced more by 
gender preferences than ability. However, ability is understood to impact on the 
general choices MAT pupils make - with ten teachers agreeing they prefer to select 
non-play activities if given the option.  
The survey results shown in Figure 4.4.4. and Table 4.4.4 indicate that teachers 
identified some differences between the types of activities boys and girls select 
and the frequency in which they engage in them. If the results for ‘often’ only are 
considered from Table 4.4.4., then it is evident that art is perceived by teachers to 
be MAT girls’ top choice, but not at all within MAT boys’ top five selection. 
Similarly, construction and competitive sports are perceived to be amongst two of 
the most popular play activity choices for MAT boys, but they do not feature in 
MAT girls’ top five choices (either for ‘often’ or ‘often and sometimes combined’). 
As all surveyed teachers said their results for MAT pupils would be the same for 
non-MAT pupils, it implies that any perceived differences in boys and girls play 
choices are the result of gendered preferences, rather than ability. This 
perspective is endorsed by teachers at School A, who felt that boys and girls 
‘naturally drift’ (Lowri) towards particular activities. They identified that girls are 
more inclined to choose fine motor-skill activities such as writing, whilst boys “like 
the messy stuff”, such as sand and water, construction play and outdoor, physical 
play where they have an opportunity to “do things on a bigger scale” (Gwen). In 
contrast, teachers at School B felt pupils’ play choices are not determined by 
gender or ability, but rather based upon individual pupil preferences.  
Vygotsky (1967) and Piaget (Allen and Gordon, 2011) shared the view that socio-
dramatic play is superseded by ‘competitive game-play’ from age seven onwards. 
Vygotsky’s (1967) understanding of competitive game-play referred entirely to 
athletic pursuits, although Piaget had a broader view (Allen and Gordon, 2011). 
The results from the online survey suggest that teachers consider engagement in 
competitive game-play less determined by age and more by gender. Teachers 
regarded boys as more likely than girls to select competitive sports games, and 
girls more likely than boys to engage in cognitive competitive play – albeit, to a 
lesser extent than they select other play activities (Table 4.4.4.)   
Nonetheless, when provided with any choice of activities to select, seven 
surveyed teachers (64%) felt that when MAT pupils predominately select non-
play-based activities. Which particular activities they tend to select was not 
established from the survey as this question was not asked; however, it may be 
inferred from the results in question 12c (Finding 7) that MAT pupils tend to select 
activities like worksheets and closed activities, which it was generally agreed, 
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could not be regarded as play-based activities. The three teacher-leaders at 
School A also agreed that from their experience, MAT children would prefer to 
stay indoors to read, write or work on problems rather than go out to play during 
playtime. 
This sub-section has demonstrated that most teachers perceive Year 1-2 pupils to 
make similar play choices. In the few examples of difference between the type 
and frequency of play activities selected, it is clear that most teachers do not 
attribute this to be the result of pupils’ ability/talent levels, but to gendered 
preferences. However, there was a general consensus (12/16 teachers) that when 
provided a choice to engage in anything, MAT children prefer to select non-play 
activities. Children’s play behaviours are considered next.  
4.4.5. Theme Five: Teachers’ views about children’s play behaviours 
Table 4.2. Summary of the main findings (extract) 





16. The most frequently observed play behaviours are associative and cooperative 
play amongst MAT and non-MAT boys and girls alike. 
17. MAT pupils are ‘sometimes’ involved in non-social forms of play, but this is 
more prevalent amongst boys than girls. 
18. Seven teachers identified that MAT pupils have different play behaviours 
compared to non-MAT pupils. They’re considered amongst other traits, to be 
more independent and creative and thus require less adult intervention and 












Text colours and their meaning: 
• Black text indicates that the findings relate to survey and interview responses. 
• Blue text indicates that the findings specifically relate to survey responses. 
 
Most of the findings for children’s play behaviours reflect ideas ‘other’ (blue ticks) 
than those identified by Piaget and Vygotsky. Whilst Piaget and Vygotsky did not 
use the language of ‘associative’ and ‘cooperative’ play, they nonetheless 
emphasised the importance of social play, of which these two play-categories, 
defined by Parten (1933) are examples. The green ticks show this relationship.  
The online survey sought to establish whether gender differences in play 
behaviours exist amongst MAT pupils in the EYs. Thus, teachers were asked to 
identify how frequently their MAT girls and boys engage in different types of play 
behaviours. I used Parten’s (1933) categories of play behaviours, which 
distinguishes social from non-social forms of play behaviours, to structure this 
question. Parten (1933) did not consider gender as a variable impacting upon 
children’s play behaviours, only age. These results are presented in Figure 4.4.5.  
16th Finding: The most frequently observed play behaviours are associative and 
cooperative play amongst MAT and non-MAT boys and girls alike. 
 
Figure 4.4.5. indicates that surveyed teachers identified MAT pupils engaging in 
social play more frequently than non-social forms of play. Further, boys are 
marginally more likely to participate in associative forms of play than girls and 
girls marginally more likely to participate in cooperative forms of play than boys.  
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Teachers agreed that their choices for MAT pupils would mirror their selections 
for non-MAT pupils.  
 
17th Finding: MAT pupils are ‘sometimes’ involved in non-social forms of play, but 
this is more prevalent amongst boys than girls. 
Figure 4.4.5. illustrates that approximately a third of surveyed teachers recognised 
that MAT children like to ‘sometimes’ engage in non-social forms of play, with 
MAT boys more likely to engage in solitary play than MAT girls. Teacher 11 was 
the only one who selected MAT boys engaging ‘often’ in unoccupied, parallel and 
onlooker play. This perspective was shared by teachers at School A, who agreed, 
based on their observations of pupils, that MAT boys are more inclined to be 
involved in solitary play than girls: “they prefer to watch, parallel play or just 
criticise ‘oh, I wouldn’t do it like that’” (Gwen). Overall, however, there was little 
reported difference between non-social play behaviours of MAT girls and boys.  
18th Finding: Seven teachers identified that MAT pupils have different play 
behaviours compared to non-MAT pupils. 
Two surveyed teachers (teacher 11 and teacher-leader 2) identified that MAT 
pupils’ behaviours are different to their non-MAT peers in two ways: they are 
‘more independent’ and show the ability to ‘generate their own games and 
activities’. As a result, both teachers indicated that MAT pupils thus require ‘less 
adult intervention’ in play, a view supported at School A. Despite this view, 
teachers at School A also acknowledged that MAT pupils prefer the company of 
adults, particularly for conversational purposes. Other play behaviours cited at 
Schools A and B included MAT pupils requiring their play to be purposeful, 
meaningful and to have depth:  
 
“Particularly things like small world and role play, they’ll be a purpose 
behind it whereas the lower ability, for example, we’ve got a dinosaur 
den, they’ll go in there and hunt for dinosaurs, they’ve got trays of sand 
and they’ll be looking for bones, the lower ability will just go in there and 
roar at each other” (Gwen, School A). 
 
“MAT pupils are easily frustrated with the play of others, especially if that 
play is destructive or not seen to be fulfilling a particular purpose/goal” 
(Gwen, School A). 
 
“I think the MAT can be quite methodical. They’ll have colour-coordinated 
bricks and different materials, whereas the lower ability are very much, 
let’s just pile it on and knock it down!” (Meghan, School B). 
  
Lowri at School A, also felt that MAT pupils need ample time so they can become 
absorbed in the activity: 
 
“MAT pupils do not get bored or lose interest in play as quickly as less able 





At both schools, teacher-leaders agreed that MAT children are caring and 
inclusive which makes them popular amongst their peers. At School B, teacher-
leaders agreed that MAT pupils do not have a preference for playing with other 
MAT pupils, although at School A, Gwen felt that MAT pupils prefer to play with 
other MAT pupils. She suggested that the preference for these play groups was 
not so much a result of similar-ability pupils being naturally drawn to each other, 
but rather a consequence of their practice of grouping similar ability pupils 
together – with increased time together enabling their friendships to grow.  
 
The teacher-leaders at School A also identified that MAT pupils possess other 
characteristics that distinguish them from their peers. These are understood to 
influence their behaviours, including their play behaviours. For example, they are 
perceived to: 
 
• have the ability and desire to take on leadership roles, such as buddying 
others.  
• have a strong emotional IQ, with an inclination help or ‘mother’ less able 
pupils.  
• like intellectual conversations – preferring the company of like-minded peers 
and adults. 
• have excellent concentration skills and task commitment skills compared to 
their peers; indeed, some prefer completing ‘work’ rather than going outside 
during breaks/lunch.  
• are able to access tasks independently. 
• relish a challenge, although the challenge must be at an appropriate level. 
Lowri identified that some fear failure and “are adamant that they won’t even 
attempt a challenge” because they are overly concerned with getting the right 
answers. 
• they are competitive with other MAT pupils and they like to push each other.  
• they are intrinsically motivated, with the desire to succeed. Lowri stated that 
always try “to accomplish the highest possible standard that they are capable 
of”.  
• respond positively to praise and like to be acknowledged by peers and adults. 
 
Gwen (School A) further identified that most MAT pupils show maturity. She 
attributed this to the fact that most MAT pupils are the eldest in the year group in 
the school.  
 
This sub-section has shown that whilst teachers agree that MAT pupils engage 
most frequently in social forms of play, they also engage in non-social forms too, 
as do non-MAT pupils. Almost half of the sample, mainly interviewed teacher-
leaders, acknowledged some differences between MAT pupils’ play behaviours 
and characteristics compared to their non-MAT peers. 





4.4.6. Theme Six: Planning and assessing play 
Table 4.2. Summary of the main findings (extract) 




19. All teachers plan and assess play in the same way for MAT and non-MAT 
pupils. 8/11 surveyed teachers and 5/5 interviewed teachers believe that pre-
planning and linking play to outcomes is important, which is reflected in their 
subsequent practice.   
20. Continuous and enhanced provision activities are co-constructed, reflecting 
pupils’ voice and their interests. Activities are differentiated and provide 
choice. 
21. There is disagreement regarding whether play can be considered a MAT 
strategy. Play is not viewed as a ‘MAT strategy’ nor considered to be as 
effective as other strategies in meeting the needs of MAT pupils. Play is not 


















Text colours and their meaning: 
• Black text indicates that the findings relate to survey and interview responses. 
• Blue text indicates that the findings specifically relate to survey responses. 
• Purple text indicates that the findings specifically relate to interview responses. 
 
Assessment and planning for play were not considerations in Piaget and 
Vygotsky’s research. I would infer from their theories, that if they were able to 
make recommendations about planning and assessment of play, they would 
generally be the same for all pupils, since they did not make distinctions based on 
intellectual ability, but more broadly on age. The green ticks related to finding 19 
indicates this assumption. The red ticks indicate that two findings reflect a 
regulatory view of play, whilst the black tick indicates that a Piagetian perspective 
is represented. The blue tick indicates another perspective than the ones cited 
above. 
19th Finding: All teachers plan and assess play in the same way for MAT and non-
MAT pupils. 
100% of teachers agreed that their planning and assessment practices do not 
differ for MAT and non-MAT pupils. 100% of teachers also reported that their 
beliefs about planning and assessing play are the same for all pupils. Table 4.4.6a. 
shows the results of questions 14-15 from the online survey (Appendix N), in 
which teachers had to select up to three statements which best reflected their 
beliefs and practices about planning for and assessing play. The table is arranged 
into four columns: the outer left column represents ‘belief statements’, the far-
right column indicates ‘practice statements’ and the middle columns show the 








Table 4.4.6a. Surveyed teachers’ beliefs and practices about planning and 
assessing play 
Belief Statements Total Practice Statements 
PLANNING FOR PLAY 
I think it’s important to plan 
carefully for play - I arrange the 
materials needed and know which 
outcomes I want to assess in 
advance. 
Teachers 3, 4, 6, 9, 11 
Teacher-leaders 1, 7, 10 
8 8 I plan for play carefully – I arrange 
the materials needed and know 
which outcomes I want to assess in 
advance.  
 
Teachers 3, 4, 6, 9, 11 
Teacher-leaders 1, 7, 10,  
I think children's play should be 
spontaneous and not teacher 
planned. Teachers 4, 5, 8 
3 2 I do not plan for play because I 
think play should be spontaneous 
and child-led. Teachers 5, 8 
I think it’s important to plan 
materials for play, but I do not select 
observation criteria in advance. 
Teacher-leader 2 
1 3 I plan materials for play, but I do 
not select observation criteria in 
advance. 
Teachers 3, 5  
Teacher-leader 2 
ASSESSING PLAY 
I think assessing children’s play is 
important.  
Teachers 3, 4, 5, 8, 11 





I do not assess play because I don’t 
tend to have time.  
Teacher 8 
Teacher-leader 2 
I do not think children's play should 
be assessed.  
0 1 I do not assess as frequently as my 
TA. Teacher 3 
 
 0 I do not assess children’s play 
because I do not think that play 
should be assessed. 
I think narrative assessments and 
checklists should be used in 
combination and equally. 
Teachers 4, 8, 11 
Teacher-leader 10 
4 1 I use narrative assessments in 
equal proportion to checklists. 
 
Teacher 11  
Narrative assessments are more 
valuable than checklists. 
Teachers 6, 9 
2 2 I tend to use narrative assessments 
more than checklists. 
Teachers 6, 11 




2 2 I tend to use checklist assessments 




Eight teachers, three of whom are teacher-leaders, showed a clear correlation in 
their reported beliefs about the importance of planning carefully for play and 
their resultant actions. When compared to teachers’ play definitions (see Table 
4.4.2a), four (teachers 9, 11 and teacher-leaders 7 and 10) showed consistency in 
125 
 
their reported beliefs and practices, with their definitions of play, where they 
emphasised structured learning and a focus on outcomes. However, for teachers 
3, 4 and 6 and Teacher-leader 1, their reported regulated play beliefs and 
practices, are surprising considering they adopted Piagetian play definitions. 
Interviewed teachers also merged Piagetian features, such as obtaining pupils’ 
interests and ideas and providing them choices, with a practice of linking 
ideas/activities to FP outcomes to ensure “a learning focus” (Lowri).  
Regarding assessment, there was unanimous agreement that assessing play is 
important, although how assessment data is collected varies in practice. As is 
evident from Figure 4.4.6a., two surveyed teachers (18%) reported not assessing 
pupils’ play because of time constraints, whilst teacher 3 identified assessing play 
less frequently than their assistant. 
20th Finding: Continuous and enhanced provision activities are co-constructed, 
reflecting pupils’ voice and their interests. Activities are differentiated and provide 
choice. 
At Schools A and B teachers reported co-constructing planning for activities in 
continuous and enhanced provision areas, with children and their parents. 
Children’s ideas are sought in class, ensuring pupil-voice in planning, and parents 
are also asked to share their ideas for practical activities across different learning 
areas/zones, such as construction and small world, via a weekly ideas sheet. 
Teachers use the ideas provided to create activities that are differentiated into 
three levels of challenge. Whilst the most challenging activities are aimed at MAT 
pupils, to ensure limitations are not placed on others’ learning and to foster the 
opportunity for teachers to be ‘surprised’ (Lowri, School A), any child can access 
them.  
Table 4.4.6b. Examples of challenge (School A) 
Maths 
Area 
“Our topic at the minute is ‘Fairy-Tales’. So, our Maths enhanced 
activity is for the children to measure the beanstalks with beans and 
then the challenge is to use a ruler and measure the beanstalks in 
cm. So, it’s going from the non-standard, which is a Year 1 objective, 
to measuring in cm” Meghan.  
Art 
Area 
“Create a missing poster as the task and then the green dot 
challenge, which is what we call it, would be to include an 
alliteration or to include a simile” Lowri.  
Creative 
Area 
“Our topic at the moment is Big Wide World and in the creative area 
they’re doing animal patterns and we’ve said as the green dot 
challenge it needs to be symmetrical, so what they do on one side 
has to be the same as the other, so it’s overlapping then” Lowri.  
 
Activities in continuous and enhanced provision areas are chosen by pupils and 
they are expected to ‘take ownership’ (Lowri) of learning by recording the 
activities they have completed. At School A, teachers tend to not get involved in 
children’s learning within these areas, although they do get involved in School B. 
Appendix Zi contains more information about their reported planning practices. 
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Only one surveyed teacher indicated involving parents in co-planning.  
21st Finding: There is disagreement regarding whether play can be considered a 
MAT strategy.  
Since the title of the inquiry sought to determine whether play ‘is the most 
suitable pedagogical strategy for MAT pupils in Year 1 and 2 in the FP’, I 
attempted to establish play’s role or position amongst other MAT strategies 
commonly identified in the academic literature and Welsh policy texts and 
reports. The survey results are shown below.  
Figure 4.4.6. MAT strategies surveyed teachers use and which they rate as most 
effective  
Whilst it is clear from the survey results that all teachers are fully committed to 
the belief in the importance of play-based learning for all pupils in the FP, the 
results here suggest that play is not necessarily viewed as the most effective 
strategy for MAT pupils. Only Teacher-leader 1, indicated using ‘play’ as a ‘MAT 
strategy’, ranking it as top five strategy. Incidentally, this teacher-leader has the 
most experience of teaching Year 1-2 pupils (19 years) across the entire sample.   
Figure 4.4.6. shows that differentiation (by ability), (in class) enrichment activities, 
(in class) setting and individualised learning are the four most frequently used 
MAT strategies. Except for setting, the other three are also regarded as the ‘most 
effective’ MAT strategies. This indicates a strong correlation between FP teachers’ 
beliefs and practice. Only half the teachers who reported using in-class setting 
identified it as a top five strategy. Inquiry work, described as ‘play’ by eight 
teachers in section 4.4.2., does not appear to be widely used, although amongst 
the four teachers who do use it, it is considered an effective MAT strategy.  
Surveyed teachers were able to add additional strategies to this existing list, yet 






















Strategies used in the FP A top-five, 'most effective MAT' strategy
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What was evident from discussions held at the interviewed schools, is that MAT 
strategies are associated with play, rather than being viewed as distinct from it. 
Teachers’ descriptions of play-based activities within continuous and enhanced 
provision areas include reference to differentiation (by pupils’ ability levels and 
interests), enrichment opportunities (where pupils explore their interests in more 
depth) and individualised learning (based on pupils’ choices and/or interests).  
Setting, where pupils of similar abilities are grouped together, was a strategy used 
exclusively within focus-groups for the teaching of Literacy at Schools A and B and 
Maths at School B. At School A all pupils across Years 1-2 are ‘set’ for Maths.  
In summary, this section found that teachers’ reported planning and assessment 
practices for play are the same for all pupils. It also established that in the 
interviewed schools, teachers merge several MAT strategies with, that they 
considered play-based activities (Findings Five -Six), in continuous and enhanced 
provision areas. Surveyed teachers appear to regard play and MAT strategies as 
distinct, although this conclusion is stated cautiously, since I separated strategies 
and did not ask them whether they combine them with play-based activities and if 
so, how. 
The last theme explores the reported roles teachers and TAs adopt in the FP. 
4.4.7. Theme Seven: Teachers and TAs roles 
Table 4.2. Summary of the main findings (extract) 
Teachers Main Findings P V O 
& TAs roles 
(including 
play-roles) 
22. Managing health and safety, modelling and questioning are the most common 
play-roles of practitioners. Teachers who spend most of their time managing 
health and safety are more likely to define play from a regulatory perspective.  
23. Co-partnering, assessing and observing play are the least commonly engaged 
in play-roles. Teachers least likely to engage in these practices are those who 
hold a regulatory view of play or who believe play should be reduced in Years 
1-2.  
24. Most practitioners do not alter their play-actions for MAT pupils.  
























Text colours and their meaning: 
• Black text indicates that the findings relate to survey and interview responses. 
• Blue text indicates that the findings specifically relate to survey responses. 
 
Two findings reflect a regulatory view of play (red ticks). One finding reflects a 
Vygotskian perspective on the importance of modelling and asking questions of 
children to probe their understanding (black tick). Finding 24 was coded green 
since Vygotsky and Piaget also spoke about adults’ roles in general, rather than 
adapting roles for specific pupils based on abilities. The blue tick in ‘other’ shows a 
finding which does not align with the other codes used. 
The findings in this theme were derived from a comparative analysis of all 
teachers’ reported play practices and reported play beliefs (shown in Table 4.4.7.). 
Figure 4.4.7. presents the results of surveyed teachers and their TAs play-roles. 
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TAs Reported Actions 
(according to teachers)














































































































T Often T Sometimes T Rarely T Never
*Incomplete data for assessing play and asking questions about play. 
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IN = indoors OUT = outdoors
O = often S = sometimes
R = rarely N = Never
APA = balance across all provision areas
FP = focused provision 
blank  = response not provided
KEY
 Teacher-leaders (1, 2, 7, 10)
TL = teacher-led learning
CI = child-initiated learning
Most teachers indicated that the frequency they 
engage in play-roles, indoors and outdoors, is the 
same. This is shown in the boxes which have one code 
e.g. ‘O’. Boxes with two codes indicate indoor and 
outdoor practices differ e.g. ‘S (IN) and R (OUT)’. 
BELIEFS
H&S Modelling Questioning Observing Assessing Co-partner
8 15 Piagetian 20-40% 50-50 CI / TL APA not important when work is finished O S S (IN) R (OUT) N N N
3 5 Piagetian 20-40% 60% TL 50% FP at least once / week S R N N N
1 19 Other 50% 50-50 CI / TL 50% FP, IN balance 50-50 20-30 minutes / day S N S (IN) R (OUT) S (IN) R (OUT) S (IN) R (OUT) N
11 4 Piagetian 50% 60% CI IN balance 50-50 everything is play-based O O (IN) S (OUT) O O (IN) S (OUT) O (IN) S (OUT) R
9 12 Piagetian 20-40% 60% TL 50% FP not important at least once / week O (IN) S (OUT) S S R R R
4 3 Piagetian 50% 50-50 CI / TL IN balance 50-50 everything is play-based S (IN) R (OUT) R R R R R
5 16 Pia / Vyg 50% 60% TL 50% FP not important when work is finished S S (IN) R (OUT) R S R R
6 1 Piagetian 50% 60% CI 50% FP predom. play when work is finished O R S O (IN) R (OUT) S R
10 9 Other 50% 50-50 CI /TL IN balance 50-50 everything is play-based O S S R R S
7 7 Other 50% 60% TL 50% FP, IN balance 50-50 20-30 minutes / day O S S S R S
2 7 Other 50% 60% TL 50% FP not important when work is finished O S (IN) R (OUT) O (IN) S (OUT) S (IN) R (OUT)
How much play 




















allocation / week 
Teachers' engagement in different play-roles during a typical week How 
i  i  
play in the FP?
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22nd Finding: Managing health and safety, modelling and questioning are the most 
common play-roles of practitioners. 
The data in Figure 4.4.7. indicates that managing health and safety (H&S) rules is 
the most common play-role of practitioners at the surveyed schools. Table 4.4.7. 
shows that surveyed teachers who ‘often’ engage in H&S roles are those who 
either define play from a regulatory perspective (Teacher-leaders 2, 7 and 10) or 
who think play in Years 1-2 should feature less (Teachers 3, 8 and 9).  
Figure 4.4.7. also shows that modelling play is the second most common play-role 
adopted, although engaged in significantly less frequently than H&S roles. TAs 
reportedly engage in modelling play in outdoor settings marginally more often 
than teachers. Modelling play was an identified practice at the interviewed 
schools, particularly in the role-play areas. This practice was reportedly used more 
frequently with less-able pupils in School A, although with all pupils at School B. 
Asking questions is engaged in less frequently than managing H&S and modelling 
play. The extent to which this is used is relatively comparable between teachers 
and TAs at the surveyed schools. Teacher-leaders at School B also reported 
interacting with children by asking them questions about their play.  
23rd Finding: Co-partnering, assessing and observing play are the least commonly 
engaged in play-roles. 
Figure 4.4.7. shows that the least engaged in play-roles are co-partnering, 
assessing and observing play. TAs reportedly spend marginally more time in these 
particular roles than teachers, which was a view endorsed by teacher-leaders at 
School A. Table 4.4.7. reveals that the three teachers who selected ‘never’ or 
‘rarely’ for their involvement in co-partnering, assessing and observing play, are 
those who think that play should: 
 
• feature less in Years 1-2 (Teachers 3, 8 and 9); 
• who believe play is not an important feature of focused provision 
(Teachers 8 and 9); 
• who allocate less time for pupils to engage in free-play e.g. ‘when work is 
finished’ (Teacher 8) or ‘once / week’ (Teachers 3 and 9). 
 
Teachers 3 and 9 also reported leading 60% of the learning (rather than play 
specifically), although they were not alone, as Teacher 5 and Teacher-leaders 2 
and 7 reported the same. Educational background might explain the answers 
provided by Teachers 5 and 8 – they are two of the most experienced teachers in 
the sample and their ITT would have been more formal to reflect the KS1 
pedagogy they trained for.  
 
At School B, the teachers reported that their play-roles, like their TAs, are mixed, 
involving both pre-planned actions (such as time to observe) and spontaneous 
actions, such as interacting with children by playing alongside them in a ‘non-




24th Finding: Most teachers agreed that practitioner play-roles are consistent for 
MAT and non-MAT pupils. 
Regarding practitioner involvement in play, eight teachers (73%) agreed that the 
play-roles they and their TA adopt are consistent for all pupils. Three teachers 
disagreed. They stated that less direct practitioner involvement is required for 
MAT pupils because they demonstrate greater independence and creativity in 
their play – a view shared at School A, who agreed that greater modelling and 
support in play was necessary for less able pupils. The teachers at Schools B felt 
their play-roles were consistent for all pupils.  
25th Finding:  Teachers spend most of their time indoors and in focused provision.  
Seven surveyed teachers (64%) reported spending 50% or more of their time in 
focused provision areas and five surveyed teachers (45%) identified spending 
most time ‘indoors’. These practices were identical to those reported at School A. 
Teachers at School B reported spending an equal proportion of time across all 
provision areas, although they acknowledged that this was challenging due to 
time constraints. To manage their time, focused group pupils are left to work 
independently once the activity is explained to them and the teacher checks on 
their progress periodically. At School A, a different strategy is used. Here they 
encourage pupil independence in the outdoor learning areas and continuous and 
enhanced provision, whilst they work indoors in the focus group activities. Three 
surveyed teachers provided a reason for spending more time in focused provision. 
This included the belief that children require more adult support during extension 
work; that children’s literacy and numeracy skills need developing; and that this 
strategy best ensures that targets are met. These points were also reflected at 
School A. 
This sub-section has illustrated that practitioners tend to engage in some play-
roles more than others. Their play-role choices appear not to be a response to 
pupils’ differing ability levels, but rather to other factors such as time 
management decisions and decisions about where their teaching can be most 
impactful – namely in focused provision.   
In the next section, I provide an overview of the main research findings. 
4.5. Overview of the key research findings 
Twenty-five main findings were derived from this inquiry. Fifteen findings (60%) 
made explicit or implicit reference to Piaget’s and/or Vygotsky’s theories and ten 
findings (40%) did not, and hence, were coded ‘other’. This includes the four 
findings related to Theme One: ‘MAT definitions and identification strategies’. 
This was anticipated since Piaget and Vygotsky did not discuss the issue of 
precocious development. If the results specifically related to play (Themes Two-
Seven) are analysed, and the four findings from Theme One are removed from the 
analysis, then a greater percentage of teachers’ responses would reflect the child-
centred perspectives of Piagetian and/or Vygotskian perspective: 70% (fifteen / 
twenty-one) as opposed to 60% (fifteen / twenty-five).  
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These twenty-five findings were further refined using sub-codes (explained in the 
key of Table 4.5.) A total of fifty sub-codes were applied to the twenty-five main 
findings. Each finding was coded with a minimum of one tick and a maximum of 
three ticks, except for Findings 9 and 15, where the explanatory details related to 
these main findings needed to be coded distinctly. This is shown in the extract of 
Table 4.2. below. 
Table 4.2. Summary of the main findings (extract) 
Teachers’ Main Findings P V O 
Beliefs 
about play 
9. 100% value the role of play for MAT and non-MAT pupils in Years 1-2 and 100% 
agreed that play should feature in the curriculum. 73% (8/11)) said play should 
feature in equal balance to other strategies (50-50) although 27% (3/11) said 
















15. Some play activity choices are understood to be influenced more by gender 
preferences than ability. For example, girls select art, toys or fine motor activities 
more frequently, whilst boys’ select competitive sports games, computer games 
and construction and messy play more often than girls. 
However, ability is understood to impact on the general choices MAT pupils 
make - with two-thirds of teachers agreeing they prefer to select non-play 













A breakdown of the distribution of all codes applied is shown below.  
Table 4.5.  Frequency of codes identified 
 One perspective represented Combination of perspectives represented 
P only V only O only P and V P and O V and O P, V and O 
No. of 
responses 
0 1 13 4 pairs  
(8 ticks) 








√ 0 √ 1 
 
√ 11 
√ 2  
 
√ 3 pairs 
√ 1 pair 
√√ 1 pair 
 
√√ 1 pair 
 
√√√ 2 sets 
√√√ 1 set 
√√√ 4 sets 
√√√ 1 set 
Key 
 
MAIN CODES:  
P = Piagetian perspective, V = Vygotskian perspective, O = ‘Other’ perspective 
SUB-CODES:   
√ An explicit P or V idea    
√ Not explicitly a P or V idea, but a view that might comfortably be accommodated 
into their theoretical thinking 
√ A regulatory view of play            
 √ Neither a Piagetian, Vygotskian nor regulatory-play perspective 
 
Table 4.5. shows that twenty-seven ticks were coded as representing a Piagetian 
and/or Vygotskian perspective: fifteen explicitly (black ticks) and twelve implicitly 
(green ticks). This represents 54% of the total number of ticks (twenty-seven / 
fifty) applied across the entire data set, or 59% if the four Theme One codes are 
disregarded from the count (since they’re not related to play). The remaining 46% 
or twenty-three ticks relate to ‘other’; almost half of these (eleven ticks) were 
combined with a Piagetian and/or Vygotskian perspective. Table 4.5. also 
indicates that when a regulatory view of play (red ticks) was expressed, it was 
usually in conjunction with another perspective (four/six ticks).  
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Overall, the results in Table 4.5. suggest that whilst a substantial number of 
teachers’ responses appear to be influenced by the developmental theories of 
Piaget and Vygotsky, and the features of child-centred learning (Burman, 2016), 
they are not the only influences shaping teachers’ play beliefs and practices. In 
the proceeding chapter, I will discuss this point in greater depth by relating the 
findings from this inquiry to the wider literature. 
4.5.1. Consideration of variables on the results 
When the findings were analysed against the four variables: educational 
backgrounds, years of experience, current year group taught and holding a 
leadership post (or not), teacher-leaders were more likely to emphasise the 
importance of purposeful learning, focused on targets and outcomes when 
defining play (Finding 8) and more likely to apply quantitative measures when 
defining MAT (Finding 3) than those not holding a leadership post. Nonetheless, in 
practice, most teachers acknowledged the importance of pre-planning play 
activities and linking learning to outcomes (Findings 19, 22 and 23) and using 
children’s attainment results as a measure for determining MAT (Finding 1). I 
suggest that training (related to the variable ‘educational backgrounds’) may have 
played an important role in shaping the responses teachers provided. This is 
discussed in the next chapter. The other variables may hold a more significant role 
in shaping teachers’ play beliefs and practices than is evident in this study, but this 
could only be verified with a larger sample.  
Summary 
This chapter presented and analysed the main findings from the study. Table 4.2. 
provided a conceptual framework to structure the findings in a coherent manner. 
This table clearly indicated the extent to which teachers’ perspectives echoed a 
Piagetian, Vygotskian or ‘other’ perspective, or a combination of these 




CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 
Introduction 
Enhancing MAT education and EYs practice are WG strategic priorities. Despite 
this, no studies have thus far investigated whether a play-based curriculum is the 
most suitable approach for MAT pupils in Wales. This inquiry is, to the best of my 
knowledge, the first to do so. In addition to contributing knowledge at a national 
level, I have also endeavoured to contribute knowledge to the emerging field of 
EYs gifted literature, where the concept of play has received limited consideration 
and to the play literature, where MAT children are rarely discussed. Although not 
a widely researched topic, academics hold conflicting views about whether play is 
an effective medium for supporting the learning of young gifted children 
(Silverman, 1993; Gross, 1999; Morelock and Walsh, 1999; Walsh et al., 2010; 
Grant, 2013; Stoltz et al., 2015; Beisser et al., 2013). This inquiry endeavoured to 
establish the perspectives of Welsh teachers. The main research question was: 
Is play the most suitable pedagogical strategy for ‘more able and talented’ 
pupils in Years 1 and 2? Views of teachers working in NACE ‘Challenge 
Award’ accredited schools in Wales. 
Data was collected using a mixed methods approach including an online survey in 
phase 1 and interviews in phase 2. Findings were analysed into seven pre-selected 
themes derived from the literature review and then coded to indicate whether 
teachers’ responses reflected a Piagetian, Vygotskian or ‘other’ perspective, or a 
combination of two or more of these perspectives. These codes were further 
refined in the second phase of analysis to provide a more nuanced understanding 
of the data. 
The chapter begins by examining the extent to which the main research findings 
reflect existing ideas, beliefs and practices identified in the literature related to 
gifted/MAT education (section 5.1.) and play (section 5.2.). Official Welsh policy 
documents like the ACCAC (2003) guidance and the FP (WG, 2015b) curriculum 
are also included as examples of literature. The chapter concludes by addressing 
the three research questions that guided the inquiry.  
5.1.  Links between the key findings and the MAT literature  
In the Literature Review, I discussed and critiqued five main topics related to MAT 
education. This included defining MAT; identifying the aims of MAT education in 
Wales and internationally; outlining EYs MAT characteristics and MAT 
identification methods; and lastly identifying MAT pedagogical strategies. In this 
section I revisit these five categories, drawing together findings from several 
different themes outlined in the last chapter, to make sense of teachers’ 
responses. Furthermore, I consider the extent to which the findings in this inquiry 
align with previous research undertaken, including the WG commissioned reports 
conducted by Estyn (2011) and MTC (2015). 
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5.1.1. Defining MAT  
Table 5.1.1. compares teachers’ MAT definitions (Theme One, Findings 1-3) 
against the definitions provided by the ACCAC (2003) and the reported views of 
Welsh policy-actors which Estyn (2011) and MTC (2015) investigated. The 
perspectives of teachers in this inquiry were found to be more closely correlated 
to the views of Welsh policy-actors (Estyn, 2011, MTC, 2015) than they were to 
the guidance published by the ACCAC (2003), as discussed below. 
5.1.1.1. Conceptualisations of MAT 
75% of teachers acknowledged that MAT refers to high ability across a variety of 
different domains. This supports the broad view held by other Welsh policy-actors 
(Estyn, 2011, MTC, 2015), the ACCAC (2003), and scholars such as Renzulli (2003) 
Sternberg (1996), Gardner (1983, cited in Galitis, 2007) and Walsh et al. (2010). 
Two teachers acknowledged that MAT children require challenge and appropriate 
provision. This could be interpreted as applying to any domain, although this was 
specified. Only one teacher defined MAT in specific reference to academic 
proficiency, which reflects a traditional view held by scholars like Terman (1920s 
cited in Subotnik et al., 2011).  
One teacher distinguished ‘more able’ and ‘talented’ using the criteria of how 
widespread the ability is, which correlates with the ACCAC’s (2003) view. At the 
interviewed schools ‘more able’ was associated with academic proficiency and 
‘talented’ with non-academic proficiency.  This conceptualisation of MAT wasn’t 
applied by the surveyed teachers and nor is it a feature of the academic literature. 
It does align, however, with English G&T policy rhetoric (DfES, 2004) and with the 
reported views of other Welsh policy-actors (Estyn, 2011, MTC, 2015).  
5.1.1.2. Group size 
Eight teachers indicated that 20% of pupils are MAT. This figure aligns with the 
guidance provided by the ACCAC (2003) and it correlates with the figure 
commonly applied in practice at the national level (Estyn, 2011, MTC, 2015). 20% 
correlates with the figure Renzulli (2003) suggests. Amongst scholars who 
recommend a group size, for example Lovecky (1994), a figure of 20% is found to 
be one of the most generous sizes. NACE (n.d.) does not recommend a group size. 
Two leaders and a teacher-leader (19%), from three different schools, identified 
that their school recognises an ‘exceptionally able’ group within the ‘most able’ 
group. This view was not endorsed by colleagues at their respective schools, 
however, which suggests that some teachers are unfamiliar with aspects of their 
school’s MAT policy. Nonetheless, the figure of 19% falls into the range MTC 
(2015) identified of those Welsh settings who distinguish an ‘exceptional’ group 
from the ‘more able’ group. The EYs gifted literature does not distinguish between 
different levels of ability, although other authors in the gifted field do (Lovecky, 
1994; Hiller, 1983 cited in Evans and Goodhew, 1997:1; Hollingworth, 1926 cited 
in Gross, 1999). Those that do, tend to hold a positivist view of giftedness, 
perceiving it as an inherent trait which can be identified through an application of 
methods such as I.Q. tests.
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Table 5.1.1. Comparison of MAT definitions against national MAT documents 
Findings from this study Supporting evidence from this study Comparing this study’s findings to 
 national MAT documents 
The most frequent response in defining MAT 
included reference to pupils who are achieving 
highly. 
Fourteen teachers (88%): 
Teachers 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 11 
Teacher-leaders 1, 2, 7 and the five 
teacher-leaders from Schools A and B.  
Correlates with the findings of Estyn (2011) and MTC 
(2015), but not fully with the ACCAC’s (2003) 
understanding, which also includes pupils with the 
‘potential’ for high achievement.  
75% (12/16) of teachers have a broad 
understanding of what it means to be MAT 
(inclusive of abilities in academic and/or non-
academic domains). 
 
A few distinguished between the ‘more able’ as 
those with academic ability(ies) and ‘talented’ as 
those with non-academic ability(ies).  
Five teacher-leaders at Schools A and 
B. Two surveyed teachers (4 and 6) 
specifically stated a broad view of 
MAT, whilst five others (teachers 2, 3, 
5, 7, 11) implied it in their definitions.  
Five teacher-leaders at Schools A and B 
This view correlates with the results of Estyn (2011) and 
MTC (2015) and aligns with the definition provided by 
the ACCAC (2003).  
 
 
This correlates with how the terms are viewed almost 
universally by Welsh practitioners as reported by Estyn 
(2011) and MTC (2015). 
One teacher distinguished ‘more able’ pupils from 
‘talented’ pupils based on how widespread their 
abilities are across the curriculum.  
Teacher-leader 1. This perspective aligns with the understanding provided 
by the ACCAC (2003). 
Three teachers, from different schools, identified 
that their school distinguishes between the ‘more 
able’ and the ‘exceptionally able’. This represents 
19% of the entire sample (3/16 teachers). 
(*However, this perspective was not shared by 
other teachers working at the same sites who 
selected the option that their school does not 
identify an ‘exceptionally able’ category).   
Teacher-leader 1 – those “who are well 
beyond their peers”. 
Teacher 4 - those “working above the 
challenging level for that group”.  
 
Teacher-leader 7 - the “top 5%”   
The 19% figure correlates with MTCs (2015) finding, 
who determined that between 11-20% of Welsh schools 
identify an ‘exceptionally able’ group (which they 
applied specifically to intellectual ability rather than 
talent).  
The ACCAC (2003) identified the top 2% of pupils as 
‘exceptionally able’.   
Pupils’ ability/talent is not always ‘fixed’: that is, 
pupils may excel in (a) certain subject(s) or within a 
component of that subject (e.g. ‘number’ in Maths), 
but not always. As a result, pupils may be added 
and removed from the MAT register periodically. 
All five teacher-leaders at Schools A 
and B identified this point, however, 
surveyed teachers did not.  
This idea is not suggested in the ACCAC (2003) 
document nor evidenced in the findings of Estyn (2011) 
and MTC (2015).  
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5.1.1.3. Teacher-leaders’ definitions 
A trend not identified in the gifted literature I consulted but which appeared to be 
significant in this study, is that teacher-leaders are more than twice as likely than 
non-leaders to adopt quantitative language when defining MAT (Finding 3). As 
school leaders are expected to collect and analyse data in order to identify trends 
and implement interventions for school improvement and accountability 
purposes, one could argue that their role has contributed to the nature of the 
professional language they subsequently adopt. Moreover, a greater number of 
teacher-leaders, compared to non-leaders, reported being aware of the ACCAC’s 
(2003) guidance, who specify 20% for the MAT group. Arguably, leaders are better 
informed about the specific details of national policies and guidance documents 
since they are expected to take a lead on their implementation at school level.  
5.1.1.4. Under-presented or omitted features and their possible implications 
In contrast to the ACCAC’s (2003) guidance which states that the MAT group 
should include pupils with the ‘potential’ to be MAT, actualised performance was 
a key indicator for inclusion into the MAT group and onto the MAT register at all 
seven schools (Finding 1). This echoes the understanding and reported practice of 
other Welsh practitioners (Estyn, 2011, MTC, 2015). Why teachers focused on 
actualised ability as a criterion and excluded potential was not established in this 
inquiry. A possible explanation is that actualised results lead to greater confidence 
in talking about the validity of one’s judgement, unlike ‘potential’ which is more 
difficult to measure and justify since it is subjective. The extent to which their 
understanding and practice is shaped by Estyn’s (2011) conceptualisation of MAT, 
who deemed exceeding curriculum outcomes as a necessary trait, is difficult to 
say with certainty. However, it is plausible considering their role as evaluators of 
school effectiveness: a role which has the potential to wield a certain amount of 
power in shaping practitioners’ perspectives and subsequent practices (Ball, 1993, 
Wood, 2019). School-based parameters requiring children to be working within 
the top 20% (Finding 1) may also have influenced responses, since this practice 
relies on demonstrated performance. Additionally, guidance from the WG has not 
been published on how teachers might identify ‘potential’ which might also 
explain its absence from teachers’ responses.  
The idea of a continuum of ability, where ability is not fixed but changeable 
(impacted by different factors acting upon the child, including the extent to which 
they’re interested in the topic) was identified at the interviewed schools (Finding 
1). The view that giftedness is not fixed is shared by authors like Renzulli (2003) 
and Koshy and Casey (1997), although this perspective is not held by all academics 
in the gifted field (Grant, 2013, Gross, 1999). 
Implications of exclusively focusing on actualised ability can result in the failure of 
teachers to adequately identify and support the learning of ‘at risk’ groups leading 
to possible underachievement. ‘At risk’ groups include pupils with SEN 
(Chamberlin et al., 2007), pupils from minority ethnic groups and less advantaged 
SES backgrounds (Haensly and Lee, 2000), amongst others. Underachievement 
and mention of ‘at risk’ groups were not mentioned by the teachers in this 
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inquiry. These omissions correlate with those found by Estyn (2011) and MTC 
(2015) who conducted research with Welsh practitioners.  
Smutny (1999) and Lee (2002) identified children with asynchronous development 
as vulnerable to being overlooked as gifted. Only one teacher-leader 
acknowledged this point, albeit with specific reference to boys (Finding 2). Her 
view correlates with Elliott’s (2000) view that EYs boys are more vulnerable than 
girls of being overlooked as gifted since their fine motor and social skills are 
typically not as proficient as other aspects of their development. However, it 
contrasts with Lee’s (2002) view that boys receive preferential gifted 
endorsement compared to girls. Reference to asynchronous development is 
absence in the ACCAC (2003) document and in Estyn’s (2011) and MTC’s (2015) 
reports, which might explain why it was not identified by most teachers.  
Where certain groups, or indeed individuals, are not appropriately identified it can 
pose a threat to the WGs strategic aim of ensuring that every child fulfils their 
potential (WG, 2015a, WG, 2015b). Whilst Estyn (2011) determined that no 
variation exists between the attainment of MAT pupils from different SES 
backgrounds nationally, comments about the attainment of the other groups of 
pupils, identified above, were excluded. How diverse and representative the MAT 
lists at the seven schools are was not determined since this data was not 
specifically requested and nor did it emerge from teachers’ responses. In practice, 
teachers may support every child in meeting their potential, irrespective of 
whether they are formally identified on the MAT register or not. It is beyond the 
scope of this study to make judgements about the quality of learning experiences 
these children receive and the extent to which they all meet their potential, 
although as indicated previously, their schools have been formally evaluated by 
Estyn and NACE as ‘good’ or better. 
On the whole teachers’ definitions align closely with those of other practitioners 
in Wales (Estyn, 2011, MTC, 2015). Such parallels hint at the influence cultural 
context has in shaping teachers’ understanding of concepts such as MAT. 
5.1.2. MAT characteristics 
The characteristics of MAT pupils were excluded from teachers’ MAT definitions. 
This absence correlates with the findings of Estyn (2011) and MTC (2015). 
Nonetheless, MAT characteristics did emerge from the discussions that ensued at 
the interviewed schools and from a few survey responses related to MAT pupils’ 
play behaviours (Theme Five) and play activity choices (Theme Four). 
Characteristic differences between MAT and non-MAT pupils were only identified 
by 43% of the entire sample (seven teachers), including all five interviewed 
teacher-leaders (Finding 18). Furthermore, of these seven teachers, five agreed 
that MAT pupils have different play needs compared to non-MAT pupils, although 
differences amongst ‘more able’ and ‘talented’ pupils were not acknowledged 
(Finding 10). This view contrasts with the literature which identifies a variety of 
characteristic traits amongst the ‘gifted’ group. Notwithstanding, academics do 
support the view that there are characteristic differences between gifted and 
non-gifted children.  
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5.1.2.1. Similarities between my findings and the academic literature 
The left column of Table 5.1.2.1. lists the MAT characteristics teachers identified 
as distinguishing MAT pupils from their peers (Finding 18, Theme 5).  Supporting 
evidence from the literature, discussed in sections 1.6. and 1.9, is shown in the 
right column.  
Table 5.1.2.1. Comparing MAT traits against the gifted literature 
MAT characteristics Supporting evidence 
They have a greater concentration span 
compared to peers. 
Gross (1993 cited in Oğurlu and 
Çetinkaya, 2012). 
They prefer the company of adults and like-
minded peers for intellectual conversation.  
Smutny et al. (1997 cited in Gur, 2011). 
They are intrinsically motivated and 
demonstrate perseverance to a greater 
extent than their peers.  
Gross (1993 cited in Oğurlu and 
Çetinkaya, 2012) and Renzulli (2003). 
They desire, and seek out, positive praise 
from adults and peers. 
Sankar De-Leeuw (2004). 
They are very competitive with other MAT 
pupils (Lowri, School A). 
Beisser et al. (2013) in relation to 
competitive games only (such as chess). 
They demonstrate superior abilities to be 
creative in their play and activity choices. 
Sankar De-Leeuw (2004); Renzulli, 
(2003); Stoltz et al., (2015); Sternberg 
and Grigorenko (2002).  
Their perfectionism can stand in the way of 
them tackling challenges in the fear of 
getting the wrong answer (Lowri, School A). 
Silverman (1993) and Harrison (2004). 
They demonstrate inclusive leadership 
qualities, with a developed sense of 
emotional IQ. For example, they help or 
‘mother’ less able pupils by involving them 
in their play or adopting supportive roles 
such as buddying. 
 
They are popular play mates. 
Lovecky (1994) identified that many 
gifted children have an empathetic 
nature. Dabrowksi (1964 cited in 
Mendaglio and Tillier,2006) felt this trait 
could lead to them becoming effective 
ethical leaders in their adult lives. 
 
Smutny et al. (1997 cited in Gur, 2011), 
Oğurlu and Çetinkaya (2012) and 
Hollingworth (1926 cited in Gross, 1999) 
argued that many, but not all, gifted 
children have keen social intelligence 
and are popular amongst peers. 
They prefer to play with other MAT pupils 
(Gwen, School A).  
Smutny et al. (1997 cited in Gur, 2011) 
acknowledged gifted children gravitate 
towards each other for company. 
They require less adult support in play Haensly and Lee (2000), Eyre et al. 
(2002) and Mooji (2013) suggest that 
the commonly held perception amongst 
teachers that gifted children require less 
adult support compared to peers (in 
general, rather than play specifically) is 
flawed and inaccurate. 
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As indicated in Table 5.1.2.1. many of the characteristic’s teachers identified are 
supported by findings in the academic literature. Nonetheless, differences were 
also established. These are discussed next. 
5.1.2.2. Differences between my findings and the academic literature 
General characteristics 
The academic literature illustrates prominently that not all individual gifted 
children share the same characteristic traits. This understanding was not really 
evidenced in this study, where the few teachers who mentioned characteristics 
(specified in Table 5.1.2.1.) did so as though they were representative of the traits 
of ‘all’ MAT children. For example, social intelligence, good leadership traits, and 
responding positively to praise were identified in this study as MAT 
characteristics, however, Walsh et al. (2010), Rotigel (2003) and Sankar De-Leeuw 
(2004) note that these traits are not shared amongst all gifted children.  
Maturity was not identified as a MAT trait in the literature but was by Gwen 
(School A) who attributed this characteristic to MAT pupils typically being the 
eldest in the year group. Gwen’s explanation of why MAT pupils gravitate towards 
each other contradicts Smutny et al.’s (1997 cited in Gur, 2011) explanation. She 
attributes it to teachers’ social practice of grouping MAT pupils together more 
frequently, thus providing them with more time to grow their friendships, rather 
than it being the result of a natural inclination to associate with intellectually like-
minded peers. However, teacher-leaders at School B did not share the view that 
MAT pupils prefer each other’s company. In addition, the teachers in this sample 
did not support the views of Lee (2002) and Gross (1999) who regarded gifted girls 
more helpful and supportive to their peers in comparison to gifted boys. 
Gross (1999) identified independence as a gifted trait. Her description of 
independence was in reference to reaching physical developmental milestones at 
an earlier rate than their peers. This understanding was not conveyed by the 
seven teachers who identified independence as a MAT characteristic. They 
associated independence with the cognitive ability to access activities, including 
play, without little support or explanation from adults. Cognitive ability skills are 
widely acknowledged in the literature, as they are in the ACCAC (2003) guidance. 
However, the view that MAT children do not require adult support in play and 
other activities is challenged in both the sociocultural play literature (Wood, 2014; 
Fleer, 2003a, 2005; Hedges and Cooper, 2018; Fesseha and Pyle, 2016) and the 
MAT literature (Haensly and Lee, 2002; Eyre et al., 2002; Mooji, 2013). I suggest 
the inclusion of independence as a MAT characteristic is the result of its 
centralised place in the FP (WG, 2015b) which has drawn upon traditional play 
theories where independence is highly valued (Taylor et al., 2016; Fleer, 2005; 
Burman, 2016).  
Apart from perfectionism, leading to a lack of risk-taking ability, and MAT boys’ 
tendency to be critical of the play all others (Finding 17), overall MAT 
characteristics teachers identified were positive. This contrasts with the literature, 
which not only identifies a broader range of characteristics than those identified 
in this study, but which also mentions more troubling traits, such as over-
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excitability, anxiety, (Piechowski, 1979 cited in Mendaglio and Tillier, 2006) and 
argumentativeness (Lovecky, 1994). A consequence of not being aware of the 
variety of MAT characteristics that can be exhibited, can lead to a narrow view of 
what to look for in practice. This might result in children being under-identified 
and/or wrongly identified (Grant, 2013; Gross, 1999; Walsh et al., 2010). The fact 
that nine teachers (56%) omitted any reference to characteristics and instead 
highlighted actualised performance in defining MAT could add further weight to 
this concern. However, another interpretation of teachers’ lack of reference to 
MAT characteristics is that they do view the child as an individual rather than 
making judgements based on a checklist of characteristics. These interpretations 
could only be validated based on the results of further investigation.  
Play characteristics and behaviours 
The teacher-leaders at School A described MAT children’s play as more purposeful 
and meaningful than their peers’ play. The concept of ‘purposeful’ play was not 
mentioned as a characteristic of gifted children’s play in the literature I read. 
Perhaps the interviewees were alluding to the point Kitano (1985 cited Sankar-De-
Leeuw, 2004) makes, which is that gifted children often tend to spontaneously 
incorporate academics into their free play. I think a better explanation of their 
inclusion of ‘purposeful’ play, can be attributed to the influence of the FP (WG, 
2015b) curriculum, which foregrounds this particular view of play.  
Where some teachers acknowledged differences in the characteristic play 
behaviours and activity choices of children, this was determined to be the result 
of gender preferences rather than the result of their ability levels (Findings 15, 16 
and 17). Beisser et al.’s (2013) study found differences amongst the activity 
choices gifted boys and gifted girls select: for example, gifted boys tend to engage 
in competitive sports and construction play more frequently than gifted girls, who 
tend to prefer fine motor activities. This correlates with Finding 15, although 
teachers felt this to be true of all children’s choices, rather than MAT specifically. 
Lowri (School A) attributed differences in girls and boys play choices to be the 
consequence of a ‘natural drift’ towards certain activities. This finding challenges 
Lee’s (2002) view that gendered activity selections are a result of socialisation 
practices rather than the influence of biology. Nonetheless, neither gender nor 
ability were regarded as important factors in influencing MAT and non-MAT 
children’s play choices at School B, instead these teacher-leaders attributed 
difference according to individual preferences and interests.  
Like Silverman (1993), many teachers acknowledged that MAT children like to 
engage in solitary play. However, unlike Silverman (1993), teachers also 
acknowledged that this form of play is engaged in and enjoyed by all children, 
irrespective of their ability levels. This play activity was deemed to be engaged in 
marginally more frequently by boys than girls – inclusive of MAT and non-MAT 
pupils (Finding 17).  
5.1.2.3. Concluding comments about MAT characteristics  
The interviews at Schools A and B provided much richer descriptions of MAT 
pupils’ characteristics than the online surveys, with several MAT characteristics 
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aligning with previous research conducted with EYs gifted pupils. Perhaps the 
conversational nature of the interviews allowed a better opportunity to derive 
this information. Of the characteristics cited, a greater emphasis was placed on 
describing the differences between MAT and non-MAT pupils than between MAT 
pupils themselves. Furthermore, teachers tended to highlight positive 
characteristics, rather than the troubling or challenging ones. These findings lend 
support to Gross’s (1999) assertion that teachers generally tend to characterise 
gifted children as a homogeneous group – the limitations of which were discussed 
previously. 
Omitted from teachers’ descriptions of MAT characteristics were references to 
physical and language traits. Moreover, intellectual/cognitive characteristics were 
not as prominently featured as they are in the ACCAC (2003) guidance and the 
gifted literature (see section 1.6. and Appendix C). Instead, social, personal and 
ethical characteristics featured more dominantly. This centralisation, amongst the 
few teachers who acknowledged characteristic differences, could be attributed to 
the influence of the FP (WG, 2015b:8), where the AOL ‘Personal and Social 
Development, Well Being and Cultural Diversity’ is intended to be at the ‘heart’ of 
the program. This may have contributed to teachers highlighting these 
characteristics over others. 
5.1.3. Aims of MAT education 
The national aims of MAT education (ACCAC, 2003; Estyn, 2011; MTC, 2015) 
related to ensuring equity and supporting children in reaching their potential, 
(aims also identified in other Welsh educational documents, including the FP (WG, 
2015b)), did not emerge from the survey responses nor from the discussions that 
ensued at the school sites. A possible explanation for this exclusion is because I 
did not ask teachers to identify the WG aims for MAT education or EYs education. 
5.1.4. MAT identification methods 
The results for identification methods (Finding 4) align closely with previous 
studies undertaken, where teachers predominately rely on teacher-based 
methods to make MAT judgements and determine this to be the most reliable 
approach (Lovecky, 1994; Gross, 1999; Pfeiffer and Petscher, 2008; Walsh et al., 
2010; Grant, 2013; MTC, 2015). Nonetheless, hints of uncertainty were expressed 
in places. For example, at the interviewed schools, teacher-leaders acknowledged 
that don’t have the same level of confidence in identifying ‘talent’ as they do 
academic ability, resulting in them relying on parental nomination for the former, 
although not the latter (Finding 4). Additionally, two surveyed teachers were 
‘unsure’ about whether differences exist between the play needs of MAT and 
non-MAT pupils and three were ‘unsure’ about whether differences exist between 
‘more able’ and ‘talented’ pupils (Finding 10).  Why ‘unsure’ was selected was not 
ascertained.  
Gross (1999), Grant (2013) and Pfeiffer and Petscher (2008) challenge teachers’ 
ability to accurately identify children based on their limited gifted training. This 
concern may be a valid point for this inquiry, considering that half of the sampled 
teachers’ MAT training has been limited to in-house training alone, with very few 
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having learnt about MAT at academic intuitions (see section 4.3.1.), where 
exposure to different conceptualisations of MAT and critical engagement with 
these perspectives is expected. This is not to suggest that in-house training cannot 
be effective or critically engaging, indeed, this type of training was deemed more 
effective than other trainings they’d received. Nonetheless, the specifics of the 
training material disseminated in these trainings was not established in this study. 
Surprisingly, only three teachers reported receiving official NACE training and five 
surveyed teachers (30% of the entire sample) indicated that they were not aware 
of the WGs MAT guidance (ACCAC, 2003) which outlines MAT characteristics, for 
example. Unexpectedly, given that the FP is intended to be play-based, not one 
teacher reported having receiving training on how play might be used to support 
MAT pupils’ learning. Perhaps this is the result of it being an under-researched 
component in the gifted literature. Despite this, four surveyed teachers felt the 
MAT training they’d received was specifically related to the EYs. Overall, I was 
surprised by these results as I had anticipated that their training would have 
included a broader training base, due to their NACE accreditation.  
Gross (1999) further challenges teachers’ ability to accurately identify gifted 
children based on their tendency to view gifted children homogeneously. This 
may be a legitimate point considering the findings from this study. As discussed in 
sections 5.1.1.4. and 5.1.2.2. ‘underachievement’, ‘at risk’ groups and differences 
amongst MAT individuals were excluded from teachers’ conceptualisation of MAT. 
These results could be attributed to the type of training they have received.  
The last major topic related to MAT education is discussed next.  
5.1.5. MAT pedagogical strategies 
In this sub-section, three topics are discussed. This includes the MAT strategies 
teachers deemed most effective, their perspectives about play as a MAT strategy 
and finally their interactions with parents. 
5.1.5.1. Most endorsed MAT strategies 
In line with a range of Welsh sources (Estyn, 2011; MTC, 2015; WG, 2015b) and 
the international gifted literature (see Appendix E), surveyed teachers identified 
(in class) differentiation, (in class) enrichment and individualised learning as three 
of their most frequently used and effective MAT strategies (Finding 21). The 
ACCAC (2003) also endorses differentiation and enrichment strategies. Teachers’ 
selection of ‘in class’ rather than ‘out of class’ strategies similarly reflects the 
approach commonly applied in EYs settings to support gifted children’s learning 
(Mooji, 2013). 
The fourth most popular strategy, (in class) setting, where pupils of similar ability 
are grouped together for instruction, is a controversial practice and opposing 
perspectives exist about the merits of this approach (Rogers, 1993; Rotigel, 2003; 
Gross, 1999; Tieso, 2003 cf. Boaler et al., 2000, Marsh et al., 1995). This strategy is 
not recommended by Estyn (2011) and is omitted in the FP (WG, 2015b) 
curriculum, the ACCAC’s (2003) guidance and MTC’s (2015) MAT report. Its 
controversial nature is hinted at by the fact that only half of the teachers who 
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identified using setting frequently also ranked it as a ‘top five’ MAT strategy. 
Interviewees also identified using in-class setting during focused provision time to 
teach Literacy and Maths. This practice correlates with the findings of Taylor et al. 
(2016) and Estyn (2017), who established that these subjects are typically taught 
in this same manner across Welsh FP settings. I return to this point in section 
5.2.3. 
5.1.5.2. Perspectives about play as a MAT strategy  
The limited, although conflicting perspectives, expressed in the gifted literature 
(Grant, 2013; Gross, 1999; Rotigel, 2003 cf. Kitano, 1982; Kaplan and Hertzog, 
2016) concerning whether play alone can adequately support MAT pupils’ 
learning is echoed by the surveyed teachers in this study. This is clearly illustrated 
in the results of question 5 of the online survey (Finding 21), where play was 
identified as a top-five MAT strategy by only one respondent. As teachers were 
asked to select all the MAT strategies they use, without restrictions imposed on 
the number that could be selected (Appendix N), this result was somewhat 
surprising considering their unanimous endorsement for the place of play in the 
FP (Findings 9 and 11). Despite acknowledging the benefits of play, this result 
shows that play is not regarded as a MAT strategy or viewed as effective as other 
strategies by most teachers. 
Indeed, all surveyed teachers agreed that there should be a balance between play 
and other strategies in Years 1-2 (Finding 9). ‘Other’ strategies were not identified 
in the question but can be inferred from the results shown in Finding 7, which 
found that closed tasks and worksheets were generally regarded as ‘not play’ 
activities. These types of activities, in addition to reading and writing, were also 
understood by EYs pupils in Wing’s (1995) study to be examples of ‘not play’ or 
‘work’ activities. Regarding MAT pupils’ choices, teacher-leaders at School A 
agreed that they often prefer to complete ‘work’ rather than go outside to play 
during their breaks (Finding 15). Furthermore, almost two-thirds of teachers 
(10/16) supported the view that when provided with the choice, MAT pupils 
prefer to select non-play rather than play activities (Finding 15).12 That teachers 
selected a balance of play and other strategies for all pupils indicates their 
decision was not simply based on their observations of MAT pupils’ ‘work’ 
preferences.  
Grant (2013), Gross (1999) and Rotigel (2003) advocated providing opportunities 
for EYs gifted pupils to access learning opportunities akin to primary school, such 
as reading and writing tasks. Years 1-2 are regarded as primary years in England 
and Wales and furthermore, the development of reading and writing skills are 
requirements of the FP curriculum (WG, 2015b). This may account for surveyed 
teachers’ selection of a balance between play and other strategies (Finding 9). 
‘Talk partners’ and ‘circle time’ were identified as non-play activities which, like 
play, promote communication and collaboration skills at School A (Finding 11).  
 




Inquiry was considered an example of ‘play’ by eight out of eleven surveyed 
teachers (Finding 7). Only four teachers (representing 36% of those surveyed) 
selected inquiry-based learning as a MAT strategy they frequently use. Moreover, 
all four teachers ranked it as a ‘top five’ MAT strategy (Finding 21). Inquiry was 
not identified as one of the seven most commonly endorsed MAT strategies in the 
literature (shown in Table 1.9.2.). Nonetheless, it could be categorised as an 
example of a differentiated activity, an enrichment activity or a higher-order 
thinking activity – three strategies which are commonly endorsed. In the play 
literature, Hedges and Cooper (2016) advocate for the incorporation of inquiry-
based interests into EYs play environments to meet the cognitive demands of 
contemporary 21st century curriculum outcomes. Unfortunately, as these teachers 
did not agree to a follow-up interview, I was unable to explore how they 
implement this strategy and why they consider it to be an example of play. 
Interviewees description of activities in continuous and enhanced provision areas 
included reference to differentiation (by pupils’ ability levels and interests); 
challenging activities; enrichment opportunities (where pupils explore their 
interests in more depth); and individualised learning (based on pupils’ choices and 
interests) (Findings 20-21). As previously identified, these were selected as the 
most frequently adopted and effective MAT strategies by surveyed teachers 
(Finding 21). Unlike the survey responses which distinguished play from these 
strategies, at the interviewed schools they were merged together – the nature of 
play described is returned to in section 5.2. The distinction between play and the 
other strategies may be attributable to the how I structured the survey response 
where I separated all strategies from each other (Question 5, Appendix N). The 
inclusion of an open-ended question asking teachers to describe an example of 
play in their class would have been useful to establish whether in practice they 
merge MAT strategies with play in the same way described at Schools A and B.  
That most teachers’ definitions and reference to play practices were related to 
continuous and enhanced provision (Findings 5, 6 and 20) is telling considering 
that ten (64%) teachers (three from School A and seven surveyed), acknowledged 
that these spaces are mainly occupied by children (Finding 25). At School A, pupil 
independence and choice are promoted in these areas. This practice indicates 
that teachers rely on the understanding that pupils have the capability to 
effectively self-differentiate an appropriate level of challenging activity to attempt 
(Finding 20). It is not possible to say conclusively whether this understanding is 
held amongst the surveyed teachers, although it’s plausible considering all 
reported relatively infrequent adoption of play-roles (Finding 24-25), seven of 
whom also acknowledged that half their time is spent in focused provision 
(Finding 25). Play-roles are returned to in section 5.2.3.  
Whilst seven teachers expressed the view that MAT pupils tend to show greater 
independence and require less adult support in play, Lowri (School A) 
acknowledged that MAT pupils do not always attempt more challenging activities 
in fear of getting the wrong answer (Finding 18). Sankar-DeLeeuw, (2004), Gross 
(1999) and Walsh et al. (2010) highlighted that many MAT children are adept at 
hiding both their skills and their vulnerabilities, thereby escaping the observations 
of their teachers and preventing them from accessing help they might need. Thus, 
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the practice of encouraging independence in these continuous and enhanced 
provision (Findings 5, 6 and 20), calls into question how effectively MAT children 
(and others) can self-differentiate and manage with limited support from adults in 
these spaces (Finding 25). This concern is identified in the play literature (Wood, 
2014; Hedges and Cooper, 2016; Fleer, 2015) and gifted literature (Grant, 2013; 
Eyre et al., 2002; Mooji, 2013) respectively.  
Having discussed which MAT strategies were endorsed and teachers’ perspectives 
of play as a MAT strategy, teachers’ interactions with parents are considered next.  
5.1.5.3. Interactions with parents 
Collaboration with parents was more strongly evidenced at the interviewed 
schools than the surveyed schools. At Schools A and B, they involve parents in 
sharing information about their child, in planning learning activities and seek their 
nominations if they believe their child to be talented – although not academically 
able (Findings 4, 20). Parental nomination was only selected by 45% (5/11) of 
surveyed teachers, which is slightly less than the reported national average (52%) 
identified by MTC (2015). Only two surveyed teachers regarded parental 
nomination as a top five method; overall this identification method was ranked 
ninth place out of eleven, thus indicating its low status amongst the sample group. 
In the gifted literature, it is acknowledged that parents are rarely trusted by 
teachers to identify giftedness. This view is somewhat confirmed by these 
findings. Yet, despite this, researchers regard parental judgements as more 
reliable than those of teachers (Gross, 1999; Smutny, 1999; Williams, 2003; 
Oğurlu and Çetinkaya, 2012; Walsh and Kemp, 2012; Mooji, 2013; Cosar, 
Cetinkaya and Cetinkay, 2015). Survey results indicate that communication is 
largely one-directional with information from the school going to parents, not vice 
versa. This reflects the findings of MTC (2015) and Taylor et al. (2016)  
The impact of parents in shaping their child’s interests and reference to home 
learning environments was not identified by the teachers in this inquiry. This 
contrasts with the gifted literature (Haensly and Lee, 2000, Morgan, 2007) and the 
sociocultural play literature (Fleer, 2003a, Hedges and Cooper, 2016) where these 
points are acknowledged and deemed important for understanding pupils’ prior 
and ongoing experiences and their funds of knowledge. 
Summary of MAT findings  
Several teachers’ perspectives about MAT pupils in this inquiry parallel those of 
practitioners identified in previous studies. This includes the general view that to 
be considered MAT, a child needs to demonstrate actualised performance across 
one or more domains (Estyn, 2011; MTC, 2015; Gross, 1999; Rotigel, 2003; Pfeiffer 
and Petscher, 2008). Further, the general lack of acknowledgment of ‘at risk’ MAT 
groups, underachievement or ‘potential’ amongst teachers in this study, aligns 
with their reported exclusion in the definitions provided by practitioners 
elsewhere (Estyn, 2011; MTC, 2015; Gross, 1999; Pfeiffer and Petscher, 2008). 
Several researchers have stated that teachers commonly tend to (inaccurately) 
view gifted pupils as a homogeneous group and/or highlight their positive 
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characteristic traits, over the more troublesome ones (Mooji, 2013; Grant, 2013; 
Gross, 1999; Lee, 2004; Elliott, 2000; Haensly and Lee, 2000; Chamberlin et al., 
2007). Some evidence for this was found in my findings. Furthermore, teachers’ 
preference for using teacher-based MAT identification methods, which they 
regard reliable, correlates with the findings of numerous studies undertaken with 
practitioners (MTC, 2015; Gross, 1999; Rotigel, 2003; Fatourous, 1986 cited in 
Sankar-DeLeeuw, 2004; Pfeiffer and Petscher, 2008).  
The view amongst nearly all teachers that play alone is insufficient for supporting 
the learning of MAT pupils, supports the perspectives of Rotigel (2003), Gross 
(1999) and Grant (2013). Moreover, the three strategies regarded most effective 
for supporting MAT pupils’ learning: differentiation, individualised learning and 
enrichment, are the most commonly endorsed across a range of sources, 
including official sources from Wales (Estyn; 2011; MTC 2015; WG, 2015b). 
However, interviewees merging of play with these three MAT strategies was not 
evident in the EYs gifted literature I read, and is therefore, a new finding. Another 
new finding expressed by some is that inquiry-based learning can be regarded as 
play (Finding 7) and an effective MAT strategy (Finding 21). 
Absent in the EYs gifted literature read, but established in this inquiry, is that 
leaders tend to apply quantitative measures when defining MAT pupils to a 
greater extent than those without a leadership post. Finally, the choice of 
language adopted by some teachers to describe MAT characteristics, such as 
‘purposeful’ and ‘independent’, was I consequence, I suggested, of transference 
from the FP curriculum (WG, 2015b), where these terms are foregrounded and 
valued.  ‘Purposeful’ was not a term I came across in the EYs gifted literature, and 
the term independent was not used to describe cognitive capability as it was by 
some teachers in this inquiry.  
In the next section, I determine the extent to which teachers’ views about play 
align with those expressed in the play literature and the FP (WG, 2015b) text. 
5.2.  Links between the key findings and the play literature  
In this section, the key findings related to teachers’ views about play, the features 
of play they identified and their play-roles and practices, and those of their TAs, 
are discussed. The section closes by considering the extent to which teachers’ 
views and practices are policy compliant. 
5.2.1. Teachers’ views about play 
Teachers unanimously agreed that play has holistic benefits for all pupils (Finding 
11) and should therefore have a place in the curriculum (Finding 9). These views 
align with the sentiment expressed in the FP (WG, 2015b) and the perspectives of 
play theorists, including those with opposing views about how play is 
conceptualised and should be operationalised (Einarsdottir, 2010; Fleer, 2011, 
2015; Hedges and Cooper, 2016; Wood, 2014; Wainwright et al., 2016; Siraj, 
2014). However, although acknowledged as an appropriate strategy, all surveyed 
teachers set a limit on its place in the curriculum to between 20-50%. 
Furthermore, half or more of these teachers, selected the option that there 
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should be a ‘balance between play and other strategies’ across all three areas of 
provision. This balance was regarded marginally more important in focused and 
enhanced provision areas than it was for continuous provision (Finding 9). At 
Schools A and B, a limit wasn’t prescribed for play’s place in the curriculum, yet as 
all descriptions of play were made in reference to continuous and enhanced 
provision (Finding 6 and 20), it suggests they share surveyed teachers’ 
perspectives that play is not regarded as an important component of focused 
provision. Indications that play is not the only medium of learning at School A is 
indicated by comments made that MAT pupils prefer ‘work’ over play (Finding 15) 
and that ‘circle time’ and ‘talk partners’ are examples of non-play strategies they 
adopt (Finding 11). 
Teacher-leaders were found more likely than those not holding a leadership post 
to adopt a regulatory view of play when defining play (Finding 8).  Yet, in practice, 
thirteen teachers reported that their play planning is clearly linked to intended 
learning outcomes which they also deemed important (Findings 19 and 20). This is 
perhaps unsurprising given that the FP (WG, 2015b:4) promotes ‘purposeful play’, 
which Wood and Hedges (2016) and Fesseha and Pyle (2016) termed eduplay. This 
play approach aligns with the commonly reported practices of teachers in other 
international contexts and has been attributed to the nature of the EYs curricula 
they are expected to follow (Fleer, 2015; Hedges and Cooper, 2016; Wood, 2019; 
Cottle and Alexander, 2011; Rogers and Lapping, 2012; Fesseha and Pyle, 2016).  
Teachers roles in play are returned to in section 5.2.3.  
5.2.2. Features of play 
Burman (2016:263) acknowledges that child-centred learning theories foreground 
‘needs’, ‘readiness’, ‘play’, ‘discovery’ and ‘choice’, and the advocation of 
developing children’s independence (Fleer, 2003a). Reference to these concepts 
were evident across multiple themes including ‘Definitions about play’ (Theme 2); 
‘Beliefs about play’ (Theme 3); ‘Views about children’s play activities’ (Theme 4); 
and ‘Teachers and TAs roles’ (Theme 7). Whilst teachers’ references to these 
features were positive across multiple themes, indicating their acceptance and 
endorsement of the underlying philosophy and pedagogy, these characteristics 
were almost exclusively associated with ‘purposeful learning’ (Findings 5, 6 and 
20). Play’s alignment to ‘purposeful’ learning linked to outcomes is characteristic 
of the FP (WG, 2015b) curriculum, but is not characteristic of traditional play 
theory endorsed by theorists like Piaget and Vygotsky (Allen and Gordon, 2011).  
Play was explicitly identified by all teachers as an appropriate strategy for meeting 
the ‘needs’ of young learners (Findings 9 and 11) and was linked by some to the 
concept of ‘readiness’ (Finding 9). ‘Readiness’ was related to both belief and 
practice. In relation to belief, at School B teacher-leaders commented that 
children are ‘not ready’ for formal learning and don’t benefit from it as much as 
they do from play (Finding 9). They expressed the view that an informal approach 
to learning is ‘needed’ for young learners to enhance their risk-taking skills and to 
minimise the sense of pressure on getting the correct answer (Finding 9). These 
benefits are acknowledged by other play researchers, such as Aasen and Waters 
(2006), McInnes et al. (2011) and Wainwright et al. (2016) and were also endorsed 
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by teacher-leaders at School A (Finding 9).  However, as identified above, play is 
not regarded by the majority of teachers as an essential component of all learning 
in Years 1-2 (Findings 9, 11 and 15). Regarding practice, in traditional play 
theories, ‘readiness’ is related to the nature of provision offered. This includes the 
availability of resources made available, such as toys, play equipment and games, 
and the promotion of activities which enable ‘discovery’ learning, interest-led 
choices and collaboration with peers (Fleer, 2003a, Allen and Gordon, 2011). 
These features of play are advocated by researchers such as Aasen and Waters 
(2006), Howard (2010) and Maynard et al. (2013) for supporting children’s 
learning and were featured in most teachers’ definitions of play (Finding 5), 
descriptions of practice (Findings 6, 12, 16 and 20) and in reference to play’s 
benefits (Findings 9 and 11). The characteristics of play identified echo those 
referenced in the FP (WG, 2015b:4). The term ‘discovery’ was not employed by 
teachers in their definitions or descriptions of practice; indeed, at Schools A and B 
it was replaced with the synomous terms ‘exploratory’ and ‘experiential’ learning 
(Findings 5, 6 and 9). Siraj (2014) recommended that the WG replace ‘play’ with 
‘experiential learning’ to avoid practitioner confusion. Both terms (‘exploratory’ 
and ‘experiential’ learning) are identifiable in the FP (WG, 2015b:3-4) curriculum.  
Pupil ‘choice’ was a defining feature of several teachers’ play definitions (Finding 
5) and descriptions of continuous and enhanced provision practice (Findings 6 and 
20). Interviewees described permitting pupils the freedom to select the 
zones/areas they visit, the activities they choose, and the level of challenge which 
they attempt (Finding 20). The use of zoning and different provision areas is in 
accordance with policy recommendations (Wainwright et al., 2016, Taylor et al., 
2016) and aligns with traditionally endorsed play practices (Fleer, 2003a; Edwards, 
2005a; Harms et al., 2015). Interviewees also stated that many of the activities in 
these provision areas are co-constructed with pupils and parents (Finding 20), 
which is a recommended FP practice (WG, 2015b:4). Martlew et al. (2011) 
suggests the inclusion of pupil voice in planning validates their choices and 
interests. The inclusion of different activities and exposure to different learning 
styles also aligns with FP (WG, 2015b:5) guidance. 
Pupil choice was not an identified feature of focused provision from the 
descriptions provided by teacher-leaders at the interviewed schools. Instead, 
teacher choice was highlighted: they establish which children join the group, 
which tasks are set, and the time prescribed for completion (Finding 20). This 
supports the findings of Wing (1995) and McInnes et al. (2011) who identified that 
EYs teachers often apply dissimilar practices across different areas of provision. 
They argued this could influence children’s perception of whether they regard 
their learning as ‘play’ or ‘not play’.  This practice may be an interpretation of the 
guidance in the FP (WG, 2015b:4) which states that practitioners should provide a 
balance between structured adult-led activities and child-led activities. I return to 
this point in section 5.2.3.  
In the FP (WG, 2015b:3-5, 9) curriculum, access to differentiated activities which 
‘build on what children can do’ and which ‘provides them with challenge’ is 
stressed. The incorporation of differentiation strategies linked to pupils’ interests 
and current knowledge, understanding and skill level was identified in Findings 20 
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and 21. The inclusion of differentiated activities, linked to pupils’ current ability 
and/or interests, is also related to the concept of ‘readiness’ (Burman, 2016, 
Tomlinson, 1995).  In continuous and enhanced provision, the nature of 
differentiation is seemingly pupil-led in most schools, and predominately teacher- 
teacher-led in focused provision (Findings 20, 21 and 25). 
‘Independence’/ ‘autonomy’ was mentioned by numerous teachers in their play 
definitions (Finding 5) and regarded an important component that ought to be 
developed in practice (Findings 5, 6 and 20). This aligns with the FP (WG, 2015b) 
perspective, where the development of independence skills is peppered 
throughout the text and regarded essential for young learners’ development. 
From the responses provided about where teachers spend their time (Finding 25), 
it’s indicative that the majority of teachers tend to promote pupil independence 
in continuous and enhanced provision (Finding 6 and 20). One notable exception 
was School B who encourages independence in focused provision.   
Having now considered some of the key features of child-centred theory and how 
these concepts were understood by teachers, I briefly discuss their perspectives 
about pupils’ play activities choices and their play behaviours.  
Traditional play theorists, such as Parten (1933), Vygotsky (1967) and Piaget (Allen 
and Gordon, 2011) acknowledge that the play of children, aged three years and 
above, is typically characterised by social play. This perspective is supported by 
the findings in this study, where social forms of play including social, dramatic and 
outdoor play were reported as the most popular and frequently engaged in by all 
children, irrespective of gender or ability level (Finding 14). At the interviewed 
schools, rather than focusing on the cognitive benefits of dramatic play for MAT 
pupils, as Stoltz et al. (2015) and Morelock and Walsh (1999) did, they 
commented more on how this form of play promotes children’s social 
development and has affective benefits (Finding 14). These play benefits are 
strongly pronounced in the FP (WG, 2015b:8) curriculum indicating an alignment 
between the value of dramatic play expressed in policy with these teachers’ 
reported beliefs.   
Distinctions between the play choices and behaviours of different ability groups 
and between different genders, discussed in 5.1.2.2., are not acknowledged in the 
FP (WG, 2015b) curriculum nor in traditional play literature. Burman (2016) and 
sociocultural play theorists, like Fleer (2003a, 2005) and Aldwinckle (2001), 
acknowledge variations in play amongst different cultural and social groups, 
whilst Lee (2004) identified that socialised practices can impact upon the 
gendered play choices that children come to make. Some variations in play were 
attributed to gender preferences in this study, including the observation that boys 
tend to prefer solitary play (Finding 17) and ‘messy’ play and girls fine motor 
activities (Finding 15). Cultural and social factors were not attributed to difference 
in children’s play choices (Findings 15 and 17) nor to differences in play 
behaviours (Finding 18). However, ten teachers regarded higher ability as a factor 
in shaping MAT pupils’ preference for ‘non-play’ over play activities (Finding 15). 
This view is supported by authors such as Grant (2013) and Gross (1999). 
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Having now discussed teachers’ views about play and the features of play 
highlighted by teachers in this inquiry, I next consider adults’ roles.  
5.2.3. Teachers and TAs roles and practices 
100% of teachers reported that their planning and assessment practices (Finding 
19) are the same for MAT and non-MAT pupils. Adaptations to assessment 
procedures for different ability groups is not an identified feature of the FP (WG, 
2015b) and nor is it identified in the play literature (Wyn Siencyn and Thomas, 
2007; Taylor et al., 2016; Fleer, 2003b, 2015). In the FP (WG, 2015b:5) guidance, 
teachers are advised to adapt planning for MAT pupils in few ways, such as 
‘increasing the complexity of tasks’ and allowing ‘greater breadth and depth of 
study’. Setting (focused provision) and differentiated challenges in continuous and 
enhanced provision are examples of how teachers have made tasks increasing 
more complex (Finding 20 and 21). In traditional play theories, Fleer (2003a) 
identifies that planning also refers to the types of provision made available to 
pupils, including play equipment and resources. Surveyed teachers identified 
provision an important component of their planning practice (Finding 19).  
The FP (WG, 2015b) does not suggest that teachers adapt their roles for different 
groups of learners, which aligns with most teachers’ responses. For example, only 
three teachers acknowledged adapting their play-roles for MAT pupils, providing 
them with less support based on the perception that they do not require it due to 
their independence (Finding 24). I was surprised that the teacher-leaders at 
School A regarded their play-actions consistent for all children, since they also 
identified that MAT pupils require less adult support than their peers (Finding 18).   
The most commonly reported play-role teachers selected (for all pupils) was 
monitoring health and safety. This was followed by asking questions about play 
and modelling play - albeit these roles were adopted far less frequently than 
monitoring H&S (Finding 22). These play-practices reflect those commonly 
identified in other studies (Wing, 1995, Fleer, 2015). H&S is not mentioned in the 
FP, but questioning is regarded an important practice (WG, 2015b:4). Fleer (2015) 
described monitoring and asking questions as ‘outside of play’ roles. At School A, 
modelling is reportedly used to a greater extent for supporting less able pupils, 
although at School B, they said modelling is used with all pupils. Whilst play 
researchers, such as Fleer (2011, 2015) and Howard (2010), advocate for teachers 
modelling play, they argue that playing with children, as a co-partner, is more 
powerful for supporting their learning. Fleer (2015) emphasised that this practice 
supports extending children’s narratives and their thinking and problem-solving 
skills, amongst other benefits. Co-partnering in play, was one of the least 
commonly adopted roles (for MAT and non-MAT pupils alike), except for School B 
who acknowledged playing with children is a frequent occurrence (Finding 23). 
Survey results determined that TAs spend more time modelling and co-partnering 
in play than teachers, particularly outdoors and in continuous and enhanced 
provision areas (Finding 23). This supports the findings of other Welsh studies 
conducted by Taylor et al. (2016), Siraj (2014) and Howard (2010). How much time 
TAs spend with MAT pupils, in comparison to other pupils, was not determined; 
yet, if they share the view expressed by some teachers in this study, that MAT 
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children do not require as much support as others in play (Finding 18), then it’s 
likely to be minimal. A consequence of reduced or infrequent adult support in play 
might result in all pupils, including MAT, not reaching their full potential (Haensly 
and Lee, 2000; Eyre et al., 2002; Mooji, 2013). Whilst play is regarded as the 
domain of children in traditional play theories (Burman, 2016) and continues to be 
regarded as such in some cultural contexts (Einarsdottir 2010), teachers’ 
engagement in play for supporting the cognitive demands of contemporary 
curricula outcomes is increasingly highlighted by theorists such as Siraj (2014), 
Fesseha and Pyle (2016), Fleer (2011), Wood and Hedges (2016) and Hedges and 
Cooper (2018).   
63% of teachers (10/16) reported spending more than half of their time in focused 
provision (Finding 25): an area where play is deemed less important than it is in 
continuous and enhanced provision areas (Finding 9). Reasons provided for this 
practice were few but included the view that greater adult support is required to 
ensure targets are met and that pupils require help to develop their literacy and 
numeracy skills (Finding 25). These reasons correlate with the reported views of 
other Welsh and English practitioners (Taylor et al., 2016; Maynard and Chicken, 
2010; Siraj, 2014; Estyn, 2017; Rogers and Lapping, 2012). Teachers’ emphasis on 
literacy and numeracy has been attributed to the centralisation of these subjects 
in the curriculum and the WGs desire to improve pupils’ attainment in these 
domains (Bilton and Waters, 2017; Siraj, 2014; Taylor et al., 2016). Arguably, the 
guidance recommending that teachers ought to divide provision across three 
distinct areas (Taylor et al., 2016, Wainwright et al., 2016) and must establish ‘a 
balance between structured learning through child-initiated activities and those 
directed by practitioners’ (WG, 2015b:4) may also have inadvertently contributed to 
many teachers’ physical removal from play areas. Notwithstanding, a few 
teachers reported spending an equal amount of time across all three provision 
areas, and engagement in play with children, including those at School B.  
An analysis of teachers’ responses found that those who define play from a 
regulatory perspective are less likely, in practice, to co-partner, assess and 
observe play (Finding 23), thus indicating how beliefs can shape one’s actions. 
Possible unintended consequences of teachers’ physical removal from areas they 
regard as play-based (Findings 5, 9 and 20) for most part of the day (Finding 25), is 
that it can prevent them for observing pupils’ thinking patterns, their skills in 
working alone and with others, and their play characteristics and play behaviours. 
This might account for the limited mention of MAT play characteristics discussed 
earlier (section 5.1.2.). The benefits of teachers’ active involvement in play, aside 
from those mentioned above, is that it can provide the opportunity for adults to 
better understand their pupils’ capabilities and interests, enable in-the-moment 
intervention/support to occur, and support their future planning decisions 
(Maynard and Chicken, 2010, Waller, 2007).  
Summary of play findings 
To address the extent to which teachers’ perspectives reflect the existing and 
accepted canon of knowledge in EYs and express a policy compliant view, I return 
to the four key messages centralised in the FP, outlined in section 1.3.  
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There was unanimous agreement that ‘play is a medium for learning’ (WG, 
2015b:4). This was expressed across multiple findings (5, 9, 11 and 19). Play was 
regarded beneficial for all areas of children’s development, but especially for their 
social and emotional development (Finding 11). This closely reflects the view 
expressed in the curriculum (WG, 2015b:8). The features of play identified in 
many teachers’ definitions (Finding 5) and play practices (Findings 6 and 20), 
discussed in section 5.2.2., show close alignment to the features foregrounded in 
child-centred, play theories (Burman, 2016), including the importance of 
individual’s making their own choices, learning-through-doing and following their 
interests (Findings 5, 6 and 20). These features are foregrounded in the FP (WG, 
2015b:4) particularly in relation to supporting pupils’ in achieving the end of stage 
curriculum outcomes. Their descriptions of these features were particularly linked 
to continuous and enhanced provision areas. Whilst absent from the FP 
framework, Taylor et al. (2016) and Wainwright et al. (2016) acknowledge that the 
inclusion of three provision areas is recommended by policy-makers, thus 
indicating that on this matter, they are policy compliant.  
Teachers expressed a general acceptance of the theory of the ‘developing child’ 
(WG, 2015:4), in their reference to the importance of play being responsive to 
children’s needs and interests (but not age) (Findings 9 and 11). They used 
positive language to describe the characteristics of play promoted in the FP (WG, 
2015b) and its intended benefits (Finding 11) and they did not identify limitations 
in its underlying beliefs or endorsed practices, which have been raised by 
researchers such as Burman (2016), Wood (2014, 2019), Fleer (2003a) and Hedges 
and Cooper (2016), discussed in section 1.4. Nonetheless, there was near 
consensus that play alone is not the only medium for learning in Years 1-2 
(Findings 7, 15 and 21), nor regarded as the most effective strategy for supporting 
MAT pupils’ learning (Finding 21). Thus, whilst reflecting the curriculum’s 
philosophy and intended pedagogy closely overall, the belief that learning should 
not be exclusively play-based shows a departure from the FP philosophy which 
posits that play should be the main ‘vehicle for learning’ (WG, 2015b:4). Teachers’ 
choice for a balance does not seem to be result of the perception that the theory 
is flawed, since critiques were not raised about it, but rather other factors. 
Two other key messages centralised in the FP are ‘practitioner involvement is of 
vital importance’ (WG, 2015b:4) and ‘positive partnerships with the home are 
fostered’ (WG, 2015b:3). As identified in Finding 25, teachers’ involvement tends 
to be predominately in focused provision, with most adopting a passive and 
infrequent role in play (Finding 22). Of the few teachers who justified their 
reasons for adopting this approach, none attributed their lack of involvement in 
play to the belief that play is the domain of children; instead, they alluded to the 
understanding that their support is more effectively utilised in supporting literacy 
and numeracy skills and extending children’s learning in group situations (Finding 
25). The FP (WG, 2015b:4) guidance mentions that teachers should provide a 
balance of structured activities and child-initiated activities, which most, although 
not all teachers have interpreted as structured activities as those which are done 
with an adult and child-initiated activities are those done without. It is unclear 
whether this was the policy-makers’ intention, although this interpretation seems 
widely adopted by practitioners working with EYs curricular which promote 
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academic outcomes (Taylor et al., 2016; Siraj, 2014; Cottle and Alexander, 2011; 
Fesseha and Pyle, 2016).   
The FP (WG, 2015b:3) recommends that positive partnerships are formed with 
parents. At the interviewed schools, greater partnership with the home was 
expressed through the practice of collaborative engagement. In contrast, at the 
surveyed schools, responses indicated less of a partnership with parents, with 
parents the recipients of information rather than joint decision-makers.  
Overall, results suggest that teachers are policy complaint in relation to their 
understanding of play, the nature of play opportunities they provide, and their 
active involvement in some aspects of learning.  Yet, their views about the 
proportion of time play should feature in the curriculum somewhat departs from 
the FP’s (WG, 2015b:4) vision that play should be the main medium for learning.  
Having now compared the findings to existing research and the FP (WG, 2015b), I 
address the three research questions which guided this inquiry.  
5.3. Addressing the research questions 
1. How do FP teachers (in NACE accredited schools) define play and to what extent 
are these definitions shared? 
When defining play, teachers at the interviewed schools merged together 
regulatory and child-centred perspectives (Finding 5), which correlated with their 
descriptions of practice (Finding 20). At the surveyed schools, teachers either 
defined play from regulatory perspective or they defined it from a Piagetian or 
Vygotskian perspective (Finding 5). Yet, in practice, surveyed teachers’ reported 
planning and preparation for play was remarkably consistent: nearly all agreed 
that they plan for play in advance, including resource preparation and the 
identification of intended learning outcomes (Finding 19).  
Location seemed an important component in teachers’ conceptualisation of play: 
play was primarily related to descriptions of continuous and enhanced provision 
areas (Findings 5, 6 and 20) and regarded as a more important feature in these 
spaces compared to focused provision areas (Finding 9). Descriptions of play 
included reference to exploratory / experiential learning, the promotion and 
validation of pupil choice led by their interests, opportunities to work alone and 
with peers, and an emphasis on promoting positive affective/emotional 
responses, such as fun and enjoyment (Findings 5, 6 and 20). These features 
correlate with the characteristics of play outlined in the FP (WG, 2015b: 4-5, 8-9) 
text, which are intended to act as a ‘vehicle for learning’ (WG, 2015b:4). A lack of 
consensus was expressed by surveyed teachers (Finding 7) and some uncertainty 
amongst interviewees (Finding 6) about which activities can be regarded as play.  
2. How is play used as a strategy for meeting the needs of MAT pupils in the 
FP? 
Play is reportedly used as strategy by all teachers to support the cognitive, social, 
emotional and physical development of all pupils (Finding 11). Opportunities for 
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play include learning-through-play activities, which are linked to pre-identified 
learning outcomes (Findings 5, 6, 12 and 20) and unstructured activities where 
pupils are able to select toys, equipment, games and play activities of their 
choosing and for the purpose they establish (Findings 12, 14 and 18). Pupils are 
also able to make decisions about whether to play alone or with peers in 
continuous and enhanced provision (Findings 16 and 17). It was not stated 
explicitly, although alluded to in play definitions (Findings 5 and 6) and practices 
(Findings 12, 14 and 20), that play is regarded as a strategy which validates 
children’s choices and interests and develops their independence and 
collaboration skills. Play is also used by some teachers in the focused provision 
areas, although reportedly not to the same extent as it is in the other provision 
areas (Finding 9). There was unanimous agreement amongst teachers that they 
plan for play in the same way for all pupils in their class (Finding 19), including 
providing equal access to all resources, activities and levels of challenges (Findings 
12 and 20). 
Variations in how play is used as a strategy across schools, were also identified. 
Differences include the allocation of time given to play, including free-play (see 
Table 4.4.7.) and the nature of adult support, including time allocated to 
supporting pupils and the play-roles adopted (Findings 18, 23 and 24). Except for 
three teachers who indicated providing less support to MAT pupils in play, all 
others said their play-roles are consistent for all pupils in their class (Finding 24).  
3. To what extent do teachers agree that learning through play can support 
MAT pupils’ holistic developmental needs?  
There was unanimous endorsement that play supports the holistic development 
of MAT pupils, particularly in the realm of social and emotional/psychological 
development. These developmental areas relate to The Area of Learning (AOL) 
‘Personal and Social Development, Well Being and Cultural Diversity’, which is 
intended to be at the ‘heart’ of the FP (WG, 2015b: 8). This AOL stresses the 
importance of developing pupils’ social and emotional welfare, to encourage their 
love of learning and to develop their sense of self-efficacy - ideas also advocated 
in the EYs literature (Aasen and Waters, 2006; Wyn Siencyn and Thomas, 2007; 
Larson and Verma, 1999). Similarly, Beisser et al. (2013) determined that gifted 
pupils most value the social and emotional benefits of play. However, there was a 
general acceptance, particularly amongst surveyed teachers, that play alone is 
insufficient for supporting the learning of all pupils in Years 1-2, not just MAT.  
Summary 
This chapter discussed the major findings from this inquiry. These were compared 
against the existing literature and Welsh policy texts to identify points of 
alignment and divergence. Implications of the findings were also discussed. The 






CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION, RECOMMENDATIONS 
AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
Introduction 
I begin this chapter by answering the main research question posed. Thereafter, I 
address the extent to which the main research aims were met and the 
applicability of the theoretical framework adopted. In section four, the limitations 
of the work are explained, and recommendations are discussed in section five. 
The chapter concludes by explaining the contributions the research has made.  
6.1. Addressing the main research question 
This mixed-methods, qualitative-quantitative study addressed the following 
central question:  
“Is play the most suitable pedagogical strategy for ‘More Able and 
Talented’ pupils in Years 1-2 in Wales?” 
The findings of this research found that whilst play is regarded a suitable strategy 
for addressing the holistic needs of all pupils, including those identified as MAT, it 
is not perceived as the only strategy, nor the most suitable one.  
Teachers’ views about the allocation of play in the curriculum seem to be 
influenced by factors other than observations of MAT pupils’ preferred activity 
choices, of which two-thirds of teachers agreed they prefer ‘work’ over ‘play’. This 
is illustrated by the unanimous agreement amongst surveyed teachers that play 
should account for a maximum of 50% of curriculum time for all pupils. 
Interviewees did not allocate a time for play, although their descriptions of play 
were directly in relation to continuous and enhanced provision, suggesting 
focused provision is not regarded as a play space.  
Differentiation (by ability), individualised learning, enrichment and setting were 
selected as the most effective MAT strategies by surveyed teachers. In contrast, 
play was only deemed an effective MAT strategy by one surveyed teacher. At 
Schools A and B, differentiation (by ability and interests), individualised learning 
and enrichment were included in teachers’ descriptions of purposeful play 
opportunities that are offered in continuous and enhanced provision areas. Thus, 
rather than regarding these strategies as distinct from each other, as suggested by 
survey results, they were merged together. Setting is also employed as a strategy 
in the interviewed schools for the teaching of numeracy and literacy in focused 
provision, but this was not described as ‘play-based’. 
6.2. Addressing the research aims 
Four main aims were identified at the start of this inquiry, including: 
• understanding teachers’ formulations of ‘play’ and how these understandings 
are then operationalised; 
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• considering the extent to which teachers’ play beliefs and practices align with 
those outlined in the FP text (WG, 2015b); 
• establishing an understanding of how teachers set up their learning 
environments and what kinds of play opportunities they afford MAT children 
and why; 
• understanding teachers’ perspectives about the suitability of play for meeting 
MAT pupils’ cognitive, social, emotional-psychological and physical needs. 
I was able to address the second, third and last aim suitably from the data I 
gathered, as discussed in sections 5.2. and 5.3. of the last chapter. The first aim 
was only partially addressed. I was able to compare teachers’ play definitions 
against their operationalisation of play, based on descriptions provided at Schools 
A and B and selections made on the online surveys. However, upon reflection, to 
better address the first aim, the inclusion of a question asking teachers to identify 
the content of their play training, rather than simply ask did they find their 
training useful, would have proved beneficial for understanding the extent to 
which their training has shaped their views and impacted upon their practice. 
Furthermore, asking teachers to explain ‘why’ they define play and operationalise 
it as they do, might have generated a deeper understanding of what factors shape 
their beliefs and practices.  
Additionally, I was keen to establish whether Welsh teachers shared the 
perspectives of practitioners in my last school - that play is jeopardous for all 
pupils’ learning, but particularly for those identified as MAT. The findings from 
this inquiry reject this pessimistic view, but on the proviso that play is 
predominately purposeful in nature (that is, it’s able to be assessed against 
curriculum outcomes) and that opportunities for learning are not exclusively play-
based. 
6.3.  The applicability of the theoretical framework in addressing the main 
question 
Although neither Piaget nor Vygotsky discussed precocious development, I 
anticipated that teachers’ views about play would be closely informed by Piaget’s 
developmental-constructivist theory and Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory since 
their theories are widely known in the EYs field (Burman, 2016) and were used to 
construct the FP curriculum (Taylor et al., 2016), albeit reinterpreted to align with 
the WGs agenda of enhancing standards and outcomes: an approach identified in 
other EYs curricula (Wood and Hedges, 2019). 
Results from this study indicate that this theoretical framework was applicable to 
an extent. Teachers did not name Piaget or Vygotsky (or indeed any other 
theorist) in their answers and nor did they refer to the technical language and 
mechanisms underpinning their theories of cognitive development. Teachers’ 
views about play, its characteristics and benefits and the nature of learning, 
including self-discovery learning and peer work, did align closely with those 
identified by Piaget and Vygotsky (see Table 4.1.). Yet, as Burman (2016) 
acknowledges, these beliefs and features of learning are not exclusively held by 
Piaget and Vygotsky but shared amongst scholars holding a child-centred view of 
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learning. Thus, whilst I coded 60% of responses as representing a Piagetian and/or 
Vygotskian perspective (see section 4.5.), arguably the findings could be coded 
more generally as representing a ‘child-centred’ perspective. This is where an 
understanding of teachers’ theoretical play training would have been helpful for 
making more conclusive judgements about the extent to which Piaget and 
Vygotsky have influenced their play understandings and practice. 
Notwithstanding, several teachers’ play beliefs and practices aligned more closely 
with the FP (WG, 2015b) policy interpretations of play’s benefits and 
characteristics, than they did to child-centred theories of play; indeed, neither 
Piaget nor Vygotsky associated play with ‘purposeful’ learning or developmental 
outcomes (Allen and Gordon, 2011, Burman, 2016). As 40% of findings could not 
be coded using this theoretical framework, it indicates that it is insufficient for 
fully explaining teachers’ perspectives and practices.  
6.4. Limitations 
The research conducted on whether play is the most suitable strategy for MAT 
pupils in Year 1-2 had several notable limitations. These relate to the sample 
itself, the research design and the mode of analysis. These are presented below.  
• This study was based entirely on the subjective views of teachers. 
Observations of their classes was not undertaken but would have provided an 
opportunity to compare how far their reported practices align with observed 
practice. Due to time constraints I had not planned observational visits.  
• Although I was aware the selected sample was small, I did not take into 
consideration that several NACE schools are Pioneer Schools and therefore 
might not be able to participate due to more pressing external commitments 
and priorities.   
• Only a quarter of NACE accredited schools took part in this study, with just 
less than 16% of the total number of eligible teachers taking part. This small 
group is neither representative of NACE schools nor the wider 98% of non-
NACE accredited infant/primary schools across the country, which impacts on 
the degree of generalisability the results have (Denscombe, 2002).  
• Only one Welsh-medium school is NACE accredited, but they did not take part 
in this project. Welsh medium schools represent one-quarter of the total 
number of schools in Wales and the majority teach Welsh to non-native 
Welsh speakers (WG ‘statistics’ n.d.). The experiences and perspectives of 
teachers working in this type of setting would have enriched the findings 
particularly around the impact of language and culture. 
• The design of the survey may have deterred several teachers from attempting 
it: it was lengthy, with a specified thirty-minute completion time. I assumed 
that the topic would be sufficiently appealing to these teachers to 
compensate for this limitation, however. 
• Upon reflection, my expectations for data collection in Term 1 were 
unrealistic and too ambitious. This may have accounted for some of the 
difficulty experienced in finding schools to agree to take part in the research 
in the first place. Despite extending the response period to one month to 
encourage a better response in phase 2 (interviews), only two schools agreed 
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to take part.  Concerns related to covering several teachers’ classes to enable 
participation in a group interview may explain the limited response. 
• The choice to use open-ended questions in the survey and interviews to 
ascertain teachers’ definitions of MAT and play, resulted in a lack of 
acknowledgment of topics related to SES, ethnicity, language, home 
environment and special needs.  
• Although I attempted to objectively present and interpret the data, the pre-
selected codes and pre-selected themes, derived from the literature, may 
have inadvertently restricted or shaped the analysis I undertook. As a result, 
other interpretations of the results are possible.  
• The limitations of coding using a Piagetian and/or Vygotskian approach was 
identified in section 6.3.  
The ability to be self-reflective is important for all researchers (Archer et al. 2016).  
Having now identified some of the limitations of the research, I identify proposed 
changes I would make if I were to repeat this study with the same sample group 
of teachers.  
6.4.1. Proposed changes  
6.4.1.1. Timing 
• I would extend the project’s timing to ensure adequate time (possibly the 
whole of Autumn term) for schools to respond to whether they want to be 
involved in the study.  
• I would also ensure that the whole of Term 2 was available for data collection.  
Extending the time might assist in generating a larger sample (Denscombe, 1998) 
by enabling greater flexibility to schools and individual teachers. 
6.4.1.2. Data collection steps 
• I would switch the steps of data collection completing the interview phase 
first and then using the information gathered to write a shorter online survey. 
The survey would attempt to measure the extent to which teachers agreed 
with the ideas, attitudes and practices of the interviewed teachers. 
I assumed that I would have the opportunity to ask clarification questions to the 
teachers who had completed the survey during the interview stage, which did not 
occur. By altering the steps of data collection, I could seek clarification at both 
stages of the data collection process. 
6.4.1.3. Design changes 
I would 
• reduce the size and timing of the survey. Whilst not a guarantee, a reduction 
in size could assist in increasing the numbers of teachers attempting its 
completion.  
• include more specific questions related to SES, home environment, ethnicity, 
special needs and language to see whether, and to what extent, these factors 
are considered when teachers identify MAT pupils and plan their learning 
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opportunities. Results indicated that these factors are not an important 
consideration of teachers, but this result may have changed had more specific 
questions related to these topics been asked.  
• include a greater exploration of the content of the MAT and play trainings 
teachers have received, in order to better understand whether and how these 
trainings have impacted upon their beliefs and practices. 
• have a more selective focus of questions on the online survey. The amount of 
raw data collected, although useful, was also challenging to manage and 
analyse.  
6.5. Recommendations 
6.5.1. For policy-makers 
The majority perspective that learning for all pupils should be characterised by a 
balance between play and other strategies should be a concerning one for policy-
makers who had envisioned a curriculum in which play is the main medium 
through which children learn (WG, 2015b:4). Some recommendations for policy-
makers to consider in light of this are identified below - some of which have been 
identified by previous researchers. 
1. A consideration of the amount of content related to numeracy and literacy 
and a review of whether Year 2 national tests are necessary. These points, 
related to accountability pressures, have been identified in other studies as 
contributing to teachers’ prioritisation of these skills as well as influencing 
where they choose to spend the majority of their time teaching (Taylor et al., 
2016; Siraj, 2014; McInnes et al, 2011; Cottle and Alexander, 2011). 
Curriculum expectations were regarded as factors influencing some teachers’ 
decisions to spend most of their time in focus groups in this study.  
 
2. The production of support guidance (written and audio-visual), with 
appropriate training, focused on how practitioners can: 
a. ensure pupils achieve the desired literacy and numeracy outcomes without 
an over-reliance on focus group provision (Estyn, 2017), which is where 
most teachers reported spending their time in this study. 
b. understand play in a broader sense beyond the ‘purposeful play’ that 
characterises the FP (WG, 2015b:4) curriculum and which was echoed by 
all teachers in this study. Wood (2014) identified that narrow play 
understandings based on curriculum outcomes can impact on the types of 
opportunities afforded to children and influence how teachers assess play. 
One avenue of exploration might include the use of inquiry, which was 
recognised as a play strategy by several teachers and an effective MAT 
strategy, by four (see point 3.) 
c. extend pupils’ learning through their involvement within play (Fleer, 2015), 
as opposed to being on the periphery of it, predominantly in the role of 
health and safety monitor. This might be based around the work of Fleer 
(2015) and Hedges and Cooper (2018), discussed in chapter one.  
d. recognise the complex characteristics that MAT and ‘potentially’ MAT 
pupils display. This should include less of an emphasis on ‘exceeding 
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standards’ since achievement can be influenced by factors which are 
beyond the control of the child, such as their SES, which can mask their 
true potential (Mooji, 2013, Eyre et al, 2013). The guidance should identify 
the more troublesome characteristics and not just positive traits. 
e. identify talent and advance this through school and/or community 
partnerships which is a core component of the new curriculum (WG, 
2015a). This recommendation is based on the finding that some teachers 
are more confident identifying and supporting academic ability than they 
are talent. 
f. enable greater partnerships with parents, particularly around gathering 
information about MAT pupils’ home learning environments. This might 
include finding out about the types of play that they engage in at home; 
activities which are regarded important in their family life; how parents 
support their child’s learning; and understanding which traits are regarded 
as gifts or talents within the family or extended community. This could 
support practitioners with ensuring greater identification of MAT or 
potentially MAT pupils, and lead to them considering alternative ways of 
addressing their pupils’ interests and promoting their learning.    
 
3. Undertake research within Wales in collaboration with the universities to 
explore how play, including fantasy play and inquiry, can be used to extend 
MAT pupils’ learning. Fantasy play is included as teacher-leaders at School B 
recommended this practice, and it’s also promoted by EYs gifted researchers 
Morelock and Morrison (1999) and Stoltz et al. (2015) and advocated by Fleer 
(2011) for developing creativity and cognitive thinking skills amongst others. 
This research is required based on the limited play research which has been 
conducted in the gifted literature generally, and in Wales specifically, and is 
further supported by the finding of this research which established that none 
of the teachers had received training which considered how play can be used 
as a strategy to support and extend MAT pupils’ learning.  
 
Some potential avenues that future researchers might want to pursue have been 
identified in Figure 6.5.2. These studies are justified, briefly, based on the results 
of this inquiry and are intended to build upon and enrich the findings identified in 







6.5.2. Recommendations for future research  





Investigate a more representative sample 
of schools (such as Welsh-medium schools 
and rural and urban schools, in less 
advantaged and more advantaged SES 
areas), to determine how far the findings 
from this study are applicable across 
schools working in different contexts in 
Wales.  
Gather and triangulate a wider range 
of stakeholder’s perspectives, 
(including MAT children, their parents, 
school leaders and TAs) on the 
suitability of play for meeting MAT 
pupils’ needs. 
Explore MAT pupils’ ‘lived 
experiences’ in the FP. This might 
involve: 
1. Interviewing MAT pupils to 
gather their perspectives on 
play – how do they define it, do 
they prefer ‘work’ to ‘play’ as 
suggested by many in this 
study; what is their view of 
adults’ involvement in their 
play – do they require less 
support as some teachers in 
this inquiry proposed? 
2. Observing MAT pupils’ learning 
opportunities over a course of 
time.  
Some teachers in this study 
mentioned that MAT pupils are 
more creative, focused and 
independent in their play than their 
peers and that their play is more 
purposeful. This is worthy of further 
investigation.  Is this true for all MAT 
pupils? 
Vygotsky (1967) and Parten (1933) both 
viewed pretend play as the most complex 
form of play, yet its place in FP practice did 
not appear to be highly centralised in the 
NACE schools I investigated (apart from 
School B).  An interesting study might 
involve investigating the extent to which 
this type of play can be regarded as the 
most complex for MAT pupils.  
Intervention studies aimed at investigating 
the impact of practitioners’ active 
involvement with MAT pupils’ in their 
play. This was not strongly featured in my 
findings but is in sociocultural play 
literature (e.g. Fleer, 2015). 
IDEAS FOR FUTURE 
MAT RESEARCH IN 
YEARS 1-2 ARISING 
FROM THE RESULTS 
OF THIS INQUIRY 
A few teachers identified inquiry as a 
play-based strategy and an effective 
strategy for MAT pupils. This is worthy 
of further exploration.  
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6.5.3. Questions for all Welsh educational stakeholders 
Since there was a general lack of certainty regarding which activities might be 
regarded as play (or not) in this study, I think further clarification is warranted. 
Some questions worth considering, include; 
Should play.... 
1. be viewed synonymously with experiential learning, or as an example of 
experiential learning? 
2. refer to specific activities (such as pretend play or playing a board game) or 
should it be used to describe activities that meet a particular set of criteria 
(for example, the pupil selects it autonomously; it represents an interest they 
have; and/or they gain pleasure from it)?  
3. be considered the same as, or different from ‘play-based activities?’  
These questions are important to address since a lack of consensus regarding 
what constitutes play or not can impact upon the types of opportunities that are 
subsequently offered to pupils, as well as impact on teachers’ confidence and 
sense of self-efficacy when they’re planning and implementing the program 
(Waller, 2007, Chicken and Maynard, 2010).  
6.5.4. Messages for teachers and school leaders  
1.  Schools may want to review their existing play policies, with a view to 
evaluating the reptoire of play opportunities they currently offer and whether 
these types of play are inclusive for all pupils. These questions are also prudent 
for teachers to reflect on in their own classes. This might be done informally, or 
more formally, through a small-scale, action-based research inquiry. 
2.  Review their MAT registers to evaluate whether certain groups are over-
represented and/or under-represented. If there is imbalance, they should review 
this. More specific MAT guidance from the WG could support this review.   
3. Consider the nature of the partnerships they have with parents – are they 
maximising parent’s knowledge of their own child to ensure learning is as 
meaningful and relevant to as many children as possible. 
4. Engage in on-going professional reading and/or trainings related to MAT 
education and EYs pedagogy to stay abreast of current research and to ensure 
critical reflection of one’s own practice. An area worthy of consideration is 
teachers’ roles, especially their play-roles since most teachers acknowledged 
adopting passive roles more frequently than active roles in this study.  
6.6. The importance of this study and the contribution of this work 
This is the first study conducted in Wales, of which I am aware, that has sought to 
investigate whether play, the intended approach for learning in the FP (WG, 
2015b), is the most suitable strategy for MAT pupils in Years 1-2. Many of the 
findings derived from this inquiry confirm those established in previous studies 
conducted with teachers, including the two studies undertaken in Wales by Estyn 
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(2011) and MTC (2015). Points of similarity between this study’s findings and 
previous studies include teachers’ propensity to rely on their own judgements to 
identify MAT pupils; their general characterisation of MAT pupils as a 
homogenous group; and a failure to include underachieving pupils or potentially 
MAT pupils in their definitions of MAT, since actualised ability is prioritised (Mooji, 
2011; Grant, 2013; Gross, 1999; Estyn, 2011; MTC, 2015). What was surprising, 
given that these schools are NACE accredited, is the limited amount of MAT 
training most teachers identified receiving, including an absence of training 
related to how play can challenge and support MAT pupils’ learning. This calls into 
question how prepared they are to effectively identify MAT pupils and to support 
their learning within a play-based environment. This situation is confounded by a 
lack of WG guidance specifically related to EYs MAT education and the limited EYs 
gifted literature on which to draw. If these results are reflective of the wider EYs 
workforce in Wales, then it raises questions about how successful MAT education 
in the FP is.  
Surveyed teachers’ identification of differentiation, enrichment and individualised 
learning as the most effective MAT strategies aligns with those most strongly 
recommended in the literature and WG policy documents (see Table 1.9.2.). 
Interviewees merging of these strategies with purposeful play is not a feature of 
the EYs gifted literature and adds a new perspective to it. Yet, teachers’ tendency 
to foreground the importance of purposeful play over other forms of play may 
also limit the experiences MAT and other children experience, as identified by 
researchers such as Wood and Hedges (2016). The overall tendency expressed by 
teachers in this study to devote their time to focused provision may be a 
consequence of policy dictates, such as dividing provision into distinct parts 
(Taylor et al., 2016, Wainwright et al., 2016), ensuring a balance between 
structured adult-led activities against child-led ones (WG, 2015b:4), and 
accountability pressures particularly around end of phase outcomes. This may 
have impacted on all surveyed teachers’ perspective that play should feature no 
more than 50% of curriculum time. Although these teachers have acknowledged a 
limit on play, it is unclear to what extent this perspective is shaped by the confines 
of the curriculum. I would argue that greater support guidance is required to 
ensure that play remains centralised in the FP (WG, 2015b) and that the focus on 
driving up standards doesn’t reduce play potentialities for children in Years 1-2, as 
Siraj (2014), Estyn (2017) and Taylor et al. (2016) have identified as a concern.   
Summary  
In this chapter, I acknowledged that most teachers regard play as a suitable 
strategy, but not the only nor ‘most suitable’ one for MAT pupils. As an under-
explored and under-researched topic, I have suggested that MAT education in the 
EYs requires greater investigation. I hope other Welsh researchers will take an 
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Additional information related to play 
Defining ‘play’ and ‘non-play’ / ‘work’ 
Bergen distinguished between ‘play’ and ‘work’ activities based on the attributes 
identified by Neumann (1971 cited in Bergen, 1998) including the degree of 
internal/external control, the degree of internal/external reality and the degree of 
internal/external motivation. ‘Control’ refers to the level of choice a child has; 
‘reality’ refers to the opportunities children have to alter real conditions and to 
take risk-free challenges or fail without lasting consequences and ‘motivation’ 
refers to the level of choice children have to initiate, change, alter and withdraw 
from activities as they wish (Bergen, 1998: 111). In Bergen’s (1998: 109, 111) 
‘Schema of play and learning’, shown in the figure below, she acknowledges two 
points: firstly, that learning occurs across a range of ‘play’ and ‘work’ activities and 
secondly, that the type of learning that occurs is determined by the nature of the 
activity engaged in by the child. Bergen’s (1998:111-116) original schema 
contained a simple continuum outlining different types of activities and their 
corresponding type of learning.  For visual clarification, I have adapted the original 
continuum, by identifying who is leading the learning and indicating the settings 
where each type of activity and corresponding learning style typically 
predominate: information derived from Bergen’s (1998) article. A summary of 
what might occur in each activity is derived from Ceglowski’s (1997) article, who 
referenced an earlier work of Bergen’s.  





























choice in what 
they select to play 
with or how they 
play with it. 
 
Teachers may 




rules may apply, 
but the structure is 
loose e.g. painting 
at the easel. 
No choice for 
children but to 
participate in a 
particular activity, 
such as circle time 
or group games. 
Teacher created 
games to teach 
certain concepts, 






INFANTS / TODDLERS 
 (four years or younger) 
   
 PRE-SCHOOL 
(between four to six years) 
  
 ACADEMIC KGs (four to six years) 
AND TRADITIONAL ELEMENTARY CLASSES (six years +) 
Child-Led Activities Teacher–Led Activities 
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‘Free-play’ on the far left of the continuum, represents the greatest degree of 
internal control, internal reality and internal motivation for children, whilst ‘work’ 
represents the greatest level of external control, external reality and external 
motivation, as these activities are largely teacher determined and controlled. In 
addition, Bergen (1998:115) used the criteria of internal/external dimensions of 
control, motivation and meaning to categorise the learning processes related to 
each type of activity.  
It has been reported that teachers and children often share different views 
regarding which activities can be defined as ‘play’ or ‘non-play’ / ‘work’ (McInnes 
et al, 2011; Wing, 1995; Ceglowski, 1997). McInnes et al. (2011) conducted a study 
at two EYFS settings in England in which teachers’ practice was observed and 
children, aged three to five, were asked about their learning by the researchers. 
They found that children were able to distinguish between ‘play’ and ‘non-play’ 
activities according to the environmental cues and emotional cues, 
unintentionally mediated to them by their teachers. They found that at the setting 
employing a less structured approach to learning (where teachers offered pupils 
more choices in their learning and where adults often involved themselves in 
children’s play), their pupils were: 
• more likely to ‘blur the distinction’ between ‘play’ and ‘non-play’ activities.  
• more likely to include a greater range of activities as ‘play’ compared to pupils 
in the more structured setting. 
• less likely to view the adult’s presence as a cue to differentiating between 
‘play’ and ‘not-play’ activities. (McInnes et al. 2011: 123-124, 130). 
Wing (1995) conducted a similar study to McInnes et al. (2011) in the USA. In 
addition to observing classroom practice, she interviewed fourteen, mixed-ability, 
American pupils in KG2-2nd Grade (UK equivalent of Years 1-3 or pupils aged five 
to eight) and their two teachers. The teachers described their practice as child-led 
and play-based, with a focus on ‘hands-on’, ‘investigative’ and ‘explorative’ 
learning, which integrated basic skills, like literacy and numeracy (Wing, 1995: 
226).  Wing (1995:228-230) found that whilst the teachers did not distinguish 
‘play’ from ‘work’, most pupils did; additionally, children applied consistent 












Table 1. Children’s perspectives of the characteristics of ‘work’ and ‘play’ 
WORK PLAY 
• ‘We have to’   
• It’s compulsory in nature. 
 
• Externally controlled by teachers. Their 
directions and expectations are central 
to the activity: 
❖ Time limits are set,  
❖ Pupils are told what to do 
(‘rules’ given) and  
❖ Pupils are told how to 
complete the task. 
 
• Teachers intentions are central to 
activities. 
• Teachers evaluate work. 
• Teachers are directly involved or close 
by. 
• Writing, reading, spelling, maths and 
projects all seen as ‘have to’(do) 
activities. 
 
• Work is important to the teacher. 
 
• Work is associated with indoor learning 
at tables – expectations at the table 
include: sitting, listening and quiet / 
lowered voices and fewer opportunities 
to move. 
• ‘We can’   
• Activities are voluntary and freely 
chosen.  
• Internally controlled by the pupil. 
All tasks are self-directed: 
❖ Pupils have the choice to 
start, end and switch tasks,  
❖ Tasks are open-ended and  
❖ Pupils use their own 
discretion about what 
products, if any, are 
created. 
• A child’s intentions are central to 
the activity. 
• Teachers don’t evaluate play. 
• Teachers are rarely involved nor 
close by. 
• Board games, painting, dramatic 
play, blocks, sand, construction, 
computers and recess (break-time) 
are perceived as ‘can do’ activities. 
• Play is not as important to the 
teacher. 
• Play can occur indoors and 
outdoors. It is not necessary to be 
sat at a desk. There is freedom to 
move around and being quiet is not 
a requirement.  
 
Children’s responses in Wing’s (1995) study shown above, reflect Neumann’s 
(1971 cited in Bergen, 1998) categories of internal/external degrees of control, 
reality and motivation. Besides the findings identified in the table, Wing (1995) 
also found that children typically associated learning with ‘work’ rather than ‘play’ 
and that they distinguished between the nature of ‘work’ as being product-
oriented and ‘play’ as process-oriented. However, ‘work’ was not necessarily 
associated with negativity or drudgery – indeed many pupils reported finding their 
work satisfying and rewarding (Wing, 1995). Thus, Wing (1995:223) concluded 
from her observations and interview findings, that children are more likely to 
distinguish between ‘work’ and ‘play’ based on four key factors:  
• the obligatory nature of activities; 
• how much ‘fun’ they experienced whilst engaged in activities; 
• how much involvement there is from the teacher;  
• the cognitive and physical effort required to complete the task  
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The first three factors correlate with McInnes et al.’s (2011) suggestion that 
emotional and environmental cues impact upon children’s perceptions. The 
voluntary nature of an activity was also found to be a determining characteristic 
used by pupils to identify whether an activity was ‘play’ or ‘non-play’ in King’s 
(1979, cited in Ceglowski, 1997) study, although the pleasure derived from an 
activity was not. Regarding the fourth factor, Wing (1995: 235) found that the 
children did not acknowledge cognitive or physical effort in play (even if such 
effort had been applied), although they recognised it where mechanical skills 
were required, such as writing tasks. McInnes et al. (2011:124) found that children 
performed in a ‘superior’ manner, cognitively and behaviourally, in the less-
structured setting rather than the formal setting. They suggested that this was 
due to the more relaxed environment, which enabled children to practise their 
skills without feeling unduly pressurised.   
Dichotomous views about ‘work’ and ‘play’ were not held by all children in Wing’s 
(1995) study – indeed, some children viewed tasks as ‘in-between’ work and play. 
Wing (1995) attributed the identification of ‘in-between’ activities to two factors: 
the amount of fun or pleasure pupils’ derived from an activity and the element of 
pupil choice. Ceglowski (1997) suggested that teachers who created contexts 
which included the features of fun and choice would be more successful in 
merging playfulness and work together. The importance of ensuring that learning 
is fun and pleasurable and offers pupils’ choices is explicitly identified in the FP 
(WG, 2015b: 3-4). Wing (1995: 230) advocated for the use of games to learn 
academic content and allowing pupils to select when and how they complete 
teacher-designed activities. She also suggested that teachers should aim to design 
programs where children have opportunities to pursue their interests and take 
ownership in their learning, as they do in play.   
Legitimate and illegimate forms of play 
Some studies have found that EYs practitioners distinguish between play 
behaviours that are viewed as legitimate and purposeful for pupils’ development 
and those which are not (Rogers and Lapping, 2012, Wood, 2014; Maynard, 
Waters and Clement, 2013). Legitimate forms of play behaviours are often 
associated with learning behaviours that are personally valued by practitioners or 
which form part of the curriculum’s assessment criteria. Valued behaviours may 
include pupils’ taking on leadership roles; using expressive and advanced 
language; clearly communicating their ideas; asking questions; taking calculated 
risks; problem-solving and helping others – skills held in importance and therefore 
regarded as legitimate. Play behaviours may also include positive dispositions 
shown whilst playing, such as engagement, motivation, happiness, laughter and 
fun (Wing, 1995; McInnes et al, 2012; Rothlein and Brett, 1987).  
Illegitimate play or play not deemed purposeful by practitioners (or parents), may 
include ‘excesses’ such as boisterous and noisy play, rough and tumble play, 
violence / play-killing, ‘out of control’ or ‘wild’ play (Rogers and Lapping, 2012; 
Wood, 2014; Wainwright et al. 2016).  Other contested play behaviours include 
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play which is used by children to deliberately exclude their peers, or which is used 
to challenge or subvert the boundaries or rules established by practitioners 
(Wood, 2014).  As Table 1.4.2.3.3. indicates, some Welsh teachers reported 
feeling uncomfortable when pupils adopted some of these play behaviours in 
outdoor learning, perceiving their presence to be a threat to their authority and 
their ability to maintain order (Maynard, Waters and Clement, 2013). 
Practitioners’ opinions about what does and does not constitute 
legitimate/purposeful play are very likely to influence what pupils may, or may 
not, be allowed to do or experience in school, in addition to influencing 
practitioners’ pedagogical practices (Wood, 2014). Contested play behaviours and 
practitioner guidance for managing it are absent in the FP text (WG, 2015b). I was 
unable to find any study discussing the issue of whether MAT pupils are more, 
less, or just as likely, to partake in the forms of play described as legitimate or 

























Additional information related to gifted literature 
1. Broad views of giftedness. 
Renzulli (2012: 153) defined creativity as fluency, flexibility and originality of 
thought; an openness to experience; sensitivity to stimulations; a willingness to 
take risks; and task commitment as ‘motivation in action’. Pintrich and Schunk 
(cited in Matthews and Dai, 2014:337) define motivation as an internal process, 
initiating and sustaining goal-directed behaviour. Renzulli (2012:153) suggested 
that creativity and task commitment are ‘contextual, situational and temporal’, 
whilst abilities ‘tend to remain relatively constant over time’.   
Sternberg’s theory of giftedness (1980s, cited in Sternberg and Grigorenko, 
2002:265) states that a child may be gifted in one, two or three of the following 
areas:  
• analytical ability (the ability to compare and contrast, evaluate and judge), 
• creative ability (the ability to invent, discover and explore) or  
• practical ability (putting into practice, using or implementing).  
A strong memory is deemed the essential component if one is to ‘be effective’ in 
any of these areas. These abilities resemble Blooms’ Taxonomy of higher-order 
thinking skills (HOTs), which has application, evaluation and creativity at the top 
of the taxonomy.  
In Table 2, I outline several challenges which have been levied against Terman’s 
(1920s cited in Subotnik et al., 2011) understanding of giftedness to put into 
context why broader definitions of giftedness have become more popular. 
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Table 2. Challenges to Terman’s understanding of giftedness 
Terman’s understanding 
of giftedness 
Challenges to Terman’s understanding of giftedness 
Giftedness refers entirely to 
academic proficiency and 
intelligence. 
• Piske, Stoltz and Machado (2014) acknowledge that motor, social and artistic abilities have been included alongside 
academic / intellectual abilities in more recent definitions of giftedness. Variations exist in how gifts are categorised, as 
shown in the two examples provided below: 
• Gardner (cited in Galitis, 2007) identified nine domains of human intelligence, including academic and non-academic 
intelligence. This theory has been popularly adopted by teachers (Galitis, 2007). 
• Feldhusen (2001) identified four major domains of ‘talent’ including academic, artistic, vocational-technical and 
interpersonal. 
Gifted individuals have 
general intelligence and are 
successful across all 
academic domains. 
• Renzulli (2003) reports that recent evidence points to domain specific ability, (e.g. mathematical ability) rather than 
generalised ability across a range of academic subjects. Domain specific ability is sometimes termed big ‘G’ as opposed to 
generalised ability/intelligence often termed little ‘g’ in the psychological literature (Subotnik et al, 2011). 
Giftedness can be accurately 
measured and identified by 
IQ tests. 
• Much has been written about the reliability of IQ tests in the literature. This issue is discussed further in section 1.8.2. and 
Appendix D. 
• One argument against IQ tests and their ‘accuracy of measurement’ is based on a lack of consensus about how IQ test 
scores are interpreted and where cut-off points end. Appendix B illustrates an example of two authors Lovecky (1994) and 
Hiller (1983 cited in Evans and Goodhew, 1997) whose criteria and interpretation of IQ test results vary significantly.  
• Subotnik et al. (2011) point to research which found that many eminent people in their fields were not identified as gifted 
in their youth, thus, indicating possible errors with IQ tests and their cut off points. 
• Calero et al. (2011) defined a reliance on IQ tests as ‘reductionist’ and limiting. 
Giftedness is universal. • Neussier (1979 cited in Sternberg, 1996) suggests that giftedness is a not a universal construct, but a cultural invention. 
Individuals are deemed gifted based upon the knowledge and skills that are valued or deemed important within particular 
cultures, at particular times. Societies generate most of their efforts to towards what they think is most important e.g. in 
cultures where literacy is important, efforts will be geared to achieving high literacy rates, whereas in hunter-gatherer 
societies, efforts would go towards developing the skills needed to become effective hunters. Since opinions vary amongst 
societies and which are subject to change over time, giftedness cannot be universal. 
Giftedness is innate and 
genetically determined. 
• Cigman (2006:200) suggests that denying the influence of genetics ‘appears to be contradicted by the facts’. However, the 
extent to which genetics shapes intelligence / talents is not fully established in the scientific community (Sternberg, 1996). 
• Sternberg and Grigorenko (2002) state that environmental factors play a greater role in shaping ability than genetics.  
• Renzulli (2003:9) dismisses the idea of a ‘golden gene’. 
• This argument is pre-deterministic in nature, suggesting that individual effort and environmental factors have a limited 
impact on one’s abilities and potential success. 
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Giftedness is fixed. • Subotnik et al. (2011), Renzulli (2003) and Sternberg (1996) reference empirical research which has shown how individuals 
can flourish as the result of effective intervention and positive environmental stimulus. 
• Although a non-academic example, anatomical differences have been found to exist between the brains of professional 
musicians compared to non-musicians as the result of long-term practice (Wan and Schlaug, 2010 cited in Matthews and 
Dai, 2014). This view challenges the idea that the brain is fixed and has a predetermined capacity to learn, since practice 
can have a demonstrable impact on the brain. 
Giftedness is life-long. • Subotnik et al. (2011) note that many individuals identified as gifted in youth, failed to become eminent or ground-
breakers in their field of endeavor. In their definition, this end goal of gifted education represents the transformation of an 
individual’s gifts into talent.  
• Renzulli (2003: 11) states, children are not always ‘gifted’ but show ‘gifted behaviours’ and that these gifted behaviours 
may occur ‘in certain students [not all students], at certain times [not all times], and under certain circumstances’. 
• Koshy and Casey (1997:5) state that ability ought to be viewed ‘as a continuum, where teachers intervene to provide the 














It is evident that Welsh policy-makers accept that teachers can play a key role in 
ensuring that ‘potential’ is transformed into ‘performance’, which is the language 
used in the title of their document (ACCAC, 2003). Those authors embracing a 
broad view of giftedness, rather than academic ability alone, emphasise the 
importance of environmental factors and the individual’s effort in achieving 
success. Subotnik et al. (2011) discuss the importance of providing an ‘optimal 
environment’ to develop an individual’s abilities. This may include access to 
physical resources (such as gym or musical equipment) and human resources, like 
a skilled mentor, who can guide, support and help nurture skills over time. They 
suggest that giftedness is malleable and needs intervention, including ‘training in 
developed and sustained ways to transform childhood potential into actualised 
ability’ (Subotnik et al. 2011:18).  
Neuroplasticity, a term which refers to the malleability of the brain in altering 
itself as a result of certain experiences (Hannon, 2003), is also relevant to this 
discussion. Hannon (2003) writes that when optimal, stimulating environments 
are provided, the brain’s existing neural pathways can be strengthened and new 
dendrite connections (branch-like extensions in the nerve cells) can be made, 
leading to improved performance. However, Hannon (2003) also acknowledges 
that the extent of what the brain may achieve, or what its limitations are under 
specific conditions, is not certain. Besides the role of the environment, Walsh et 
al. (2010:45) state that individual characteristics or dispositions are also important 
catalysts in the process of talent development. Internal factors focused on ones’ 
personal investment, task commitment and effort into a task are emphasised by 
Renzulli (2003), Reis and Renzulli (2009) and Gagné (1983 cited in Feldhusen, 
2001).  Matthews and Dai (2014:346) acknowledge that success in any field, 
academic or otherwise, requires ‘drive, tenacity and the willingness to overcome 
obstacles’. However, as Tannenbaum (1991 cited in Haensly and Lee, 2000:135) 
acknowledges, the role of luck, chance and coincidence ‘cannot be excluded as 
forces effecting the development of potential through orchestrating unique 
opportunities at opportune times’. 
2. Terminological usage 
Some other frequently used terms to describe gifted individuals include ‘bright’, 
‘brilliant’, ‘superior’, ‘smart’, ‘advanced learner’, able’, ‘more able’, ‘exceptionally 
able’, ‘eminent’, ‘prodigy’, ‘genius’ and ‘precocious’. Sometimes these terms are 
used synonymously with each other; sometimes a hierarchical relationship is 
implied, through the use of adverbs such as ‘more’ and ‘exceptionally’ (Lovecky, 
1994); and at other times a developmental nature is implied, for example, 
Subotnik et al. (2011) note that only children are called precocious and only adults 
are described as eminent. Precocity is defined as ‘a rapid rate of development in 
one or more realms’ (Smutny et al., 1997 cited in Gur, 2010). At other times, the 
words identified above are used to define the terms gifted and/or talented. The 
loaded nature of language and the meanings attributed to words, mean that 
interpretations may not necessary be shared by readers. Thus, a close reading of 





3. An example of how IQ tests scores are interpreted by two authors 
Authors who associate giftedness with intelligence, vary on how they categorise 
‘levels of intelligence’, as illustrated by the views of Lovecky (1994) and Hiller 
(1983 cited in Evans and Goodhew, 1997:1). Both authors use intelligence 
quotient (IQ) tests as a key tool in determining giftedness, although they use 
different cut-off points and different language to describe ability levels. An IQ 
score is determined by dividing the mental age score (determined by the test 
score on the test paper) by the test-taker’s chronological age.  
Lovecky (1994) distinguishes between ‘mildly gifted’ and ‘exceptionally gifted’. For 
her, ‘mild giftedness’ is indicated by an IQ score of 150 and ‘exceptional 
giftedness’, by an IQ score of 180+. Hiller (1983 cited in Evans and Goodhew, 
1997:1) in contrast, defines the ‘very able’ as those possessing an IQ of 125-145 
and the ‘exceptionally able’ as those obtaining an IQ of 145+. The ‘exceptionally 
able’ are said to represent 0.1% of the population: pupils who at the age of eleven 
are capable of GCSE work. The ‘very able’ are said to represent 5% of the 
population: pupils who are one year ahead of their class (Hiller, 1983 cited in 
Evans and Goodhew, 1997:1). These definitions relate to a positivist ontological 
position.  
In agreement, these authors recognise that there are different levels of 
intelligence and view IQ tests as a valid instrument for identification. However, 
their interpretation of the IQ points obtained vary substantially, with different 
criteria attributed to each level of intelligence. For example, there is a 25 IQ point 
difference between their minimum requirements for identifying giftedness; 
Hiller’s ‘very able’ pupils (IQ 125) would not even be deemed gifted according to 




Categories of gifted characteristics in young children 
There are seven main categories of gifted characteristics outlined in EYs gifted 
literature, although in reality these categories may overlap. The categories of 
gifted characteristics discussed below includes language, cognitive/intellectual, 
social, emotional (affective), ethical, personal and physical characteristics. In 
Chapter One, section 1.6.2., I identified groups of children who may not 
demonstrate the ‘typical’ characteristics identified across these pages, and who 
therefore are ‘at risk’ of not being correctly identified or supported in their 
learning. 
1. Language characteristics 
Advanced language ability is the most reported characteristic in EYs gifted 
literature (Oğurlu and Çetinkaya, 2012). Early speaking ability, that is before 
twelve months of age, is often identified as a key trait by parents of gifted 
children (Sankar-DeLeew, 2004). Smutny et al. (1997 cited in Gur, 2011) 
acknowledged that gifted children often have the ability to ask thoughtful 
questions; discuss ideas and issues beyond the superficial; make broad and rich 
descriptions; use extensive vocabulary and complex sentence structure; and show 
a talent for telling stories or making stories up. Jen, Tseng and Kuo’s (2015) study 
with EAL EYs pupils and their oral story-telling abilities, found that the size of a 
child’s lexicon indicates their current stage of verbal development as well as being 
a predicator for their later literacy skills.  They found that the length of their 
utterances was not as important for indicating language development, as the 
quality of those utterances. Children employing more sophisticated language 
devices, such as the use of adjectives, adverbs, past tense and relative clauses, 
showed more advanced language development even when their utterances were 
shorter in length compared to their peers.  
Early speech is not always a defining characteristic of giftedness, however. For 
example, children growing up in bilingual households tend to speak later than 
monolingual children since they require more time to process the number of 
sounds they hear. Further, a child’s lack of extensive vocabulary may represent 
their lack of exposure to advanced words, rather than representing a lack of 
ability to acquire more sophisticated vocabulary under more advantageous 
conditions (Mooji, 2013). Cohen and Kim’s (1999) study of gifted pupils, aged four 
to six, found that whilst many children were able to complete complex tasks, their 
verbal justifications (where they explained how they completed the task) were 
much lower. They attributed this finding to asynchronous development rather 
than evidence of a child’s lack of understanding or possible guess work in task 
completion.  
2. Cognitive/intellectual characteristics 
This area has received the most attention in EYs gifted literature. Smutny et al. 
(1997 cited in Gur, 2011) identified the following characteristics of intellectually 
gifted children: curiousness; asking quizzical questions; understanding abstract 
concepts like time and death; showing the ability to solve a variety of problems; 
189 
 
recognising cause-effect relationships; spotting patterns; and having specific 
interests that they can provide very detailed information about. Harrison (2004) 
identified unusual retentive memory, whilst Sankar‐DeLeeuw (2004) highlighted a 
demonstrated ability in a single area (or domain), divergent thinking, and an 
interest in the philosophical, characterised by pondering questions about the 
universe, religion, myths and planets. Morelock (1996 cited in Oğurlu and 
Çetinkaya, 2012) acknowledged children’s quickness to learn, their ability to 
process information rapidly and a fondness of playing with abstract and complex 
ideas.  Harrison (2004) noted children’s advanced awareness of literacy and 
numeracy concepts and processes; whilst Smutny et al. (1997 cited in Gur, 2011) 
pointed to gifted children’s ability to read and write early, sometimes without 
having been directly shown how to by an adult.  Williams (2003) found that GAT 
pupils in KS1 and KS2 showed metacognitive awareness in how they learn, 
indicating their ability to state what is going on in their mind and to recognise the 
process(es) involved in their thinking.  Avoidance or discomfort with ambiguity, 
particularly amongst children showing perfectionist tendencies, was noted by 
Harrison (2004). Finally, Lovecky (1994) found that ‘simple’ questions were 
difficult for ‘exceptionally able’ pupils (those with an IQ score of 180+) because of 
their ability to see alternative answers, or their ability to identify inherent 
problems in the questions posed.  
3. Social characteristics 
There is disagreement about how socially adept gifted children are. Some authors 
acknowledge that gifted children are often very popular amongst peers (Smutny 
et al., 1997 cited in Gur, 2011) and tend to have strong leadership skills (Oğurlu 
and Çetinkaya, 2012). Hollingworth (1926 cited in Gross, 1999) found that 
individuals having an IQ score between 125-135, were the most well-balanced, 
out-going and self-confident group of gifted individuals – possessing ‘socially 
optimal intelligence’. Lee (2002) has suggested that gifted girls are more likely 
(compared to boys) to display social traits that are actively endorsed and valued 
by their teachers since girls like to please.  Lee (2002) defined social traits such as 
being gentle, nurturing, caring, willing to help and being more socially mature, as 
‘gendered’ traits. Silverman (1993) found that gifted children are more responsive 
to non-verbal cues than their peers, which can advantage them in navigating a 
range of different social situations. 
Smutny et al. (1997 cited in Gur, 2011) argue that gifted children often relate well 
to adults, sometimes preferring their company to that of their peers. They also 
suggest that gifted children tend to gravitate towards children of a similar 
academic ability to them, even if those peers are older. Introverted gifted children 
may find making friends particularly challenging, even if such peers share similar 
intellectual capabilities. Further, some may fall victim to teasing because of their 
perceived differences (Rotigel, 2003). Sankar-DeLeeuw (2004) has suggested that 
some gifted children become frustrated and bored because of their inability to 
find same-aged peers with similar interests at their level. She noted that these 
children are vulnerable for developing anxieties about going to school and are the 
most likely to hide their gifts in order to fit in. Gross (1999) and Walsh et al. (2010) 
also identified these concerns.  
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4. Emotional/affective characteristics 
As with social development, different perspectives exist in how the emotions of 
young gifted children are manifested. Smutny et al. (1997 cited in Gur, 2011) and 
Sankar-DeLeeuw (2004) highlight the sensitivity shown by gifted children, 
especially girls, towards the feelings and expectations of others. These gifted 
children often show a high capacity for empathy (Lovecky, 1994; Dabrowksi 1964 
cited in Mendaglio and Tillier,2006) and express their feelings easily (Roedell et 
al., 1980 cited in Oğurlu and Çetinkaya, 2012). Other gifted children may appear 
hyperactive, energetic and lively, which may impact upon their ability to 
concentrate or decide what to do (Oğurlu and Çetinkaya, 2012). Piechowski (1979 
cited in Mendaglio and Tillier, 2006) noted that an over-excitability of emotion can 
also manifest as anxiety, extremes in feelings and an overconcern with death. 
Piechowski (1979 cited in Mendaglio and Tillier, 2006) also found that gifted 
children may appear to be frequently distracted, either daydreaming or having a 
wandering attention span, which he suggested was a consequence of ‘free play’ of 
the imagination. Silverman (1993) found that some gifted children show 
perfectionism and intensity. Lovecky (1994) found that some gifted children 
appear argumentative because they frequently say ‘that depends’; she argued 
that whilst this could be mistaken as rudeness, it isn’t intended to be, rather the 
use of such utterances reflect the child’s ability to comprehend multiple 
perspectives. Finally, Sankar-DeLeeuw (2004) found that whilst some gifted 
children respond well to praise, others do not.  
5. Ethical characteristics 
Many authors have pointed to the moral sensitivity shown by gifted children; their 
keen sense of right from wrong; their love of truth and fairness; a willingness to 
fight for justice; or engaging in moral issues (Silverman, 1993, Piechowski 1979 
cited in Mendaglio and Tillier, 2006). Smutny et al. (1997 cited in Gur, 2011) 
identified that the strong moral compass possessed by these children also made 
them deeply interested in rules and applying them with consistency. Dabrowski 
(1964 cited in Mendaglio and Tillier, 2006) said such children had the potential to 
lead an ethical and compassionate life, which when coupled with strong 
leadership skills, could inspire others to act ethically by following their example.  
This implies that ethical values are universal, which underplays the role that 
cultural factors, including the role religious doctrine, have in shaping how people 
understand morality and manifest these beliefs through their behaviours. 
6. Personal characteristics 
Gross (1993 cited in Oğurlu and Çetinkaya, 2012) found young gifted children had 
intrinsic motivation to learn, demonstrated perseverance with tasks and the 
ability to concentrate for longer periods when compared to peers. The same 
author also noted how these children often prefer to work alone and enjoy 
seeking individual attention. A love of learning or pleasure from learning was also 
identified by Oğurlu and Çetinkaya (2012), who also found that gifted children 
possessed a high esteem about their intellectual capabilities. Renzulli (2003) 
highlighted the importance of motivation and task commitment in developing 
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giftedness, whilst Subotnik et al. (2011) stressed the importance of spending 
sufficient time and dedication to hone one’s skills and knowledge.  
Gross (1999) and Lee (2002) have found differences in boys’ and girls’ behaviour, 
deemed as a consequence of the teacher’s actions. Lee (2002) found that boys are 
provided with more opportunities to dedicate themselves to tasks than girls, who 
are often used as helpers to others. They found girls are more likely to adopt 
learned compliance or ‘good girl’ behaviours than boys. For example, girls 
typically conform to classroom expectations and get on with their learning, 
whereas boys are more likely to demand teacher attention and to opt out of 
tasks, such as helping their peers.   
7. Physical characteristics 
Silverman (1993) notes that there isn’t a direct link between physical 
development and cognitive development. This view is also shared by Roedell 
(1980 cited in Gur, 2011), who says the link between superior psychomotor skills 
with superior cognitive, language or social-emotional ability is insignificant. 
Nonetheless, parents of young gifted children in Oğurlu and Çetinkaya’s (2012) 
study reported that their children were typically taller and heavier at birth than 
their peers; that their senses were very alert from a young age; and that they 
were physically mobile at an earlier age than their peers. Sankar-DeLeeuw (2004) 
identified a similar point, noting that gifted children made quicker progress 
through the developmental stages, such as walking and grasping fine and gross 
motor skills, than peers. Gross (1999) hypothesises that earlier physical 
development provides young children with increased opportunities to explore and 
to develop their independence skills, which may have a lasting positive impact on 
their cognition. Lee (2002) interpreted findings for evidence showing that girls 
demonstrate better fine motor skill development than boys and boys greater 
gross motor development than girls, as a result of gendered encouragement for 
such activities. In his work on over-excitabilities (an excessive response to stimuli), 
Dabrowski (1967 cited in Mendaglio and Tillier, 2006) identified surplus energy 
(such as nail biting, tics or impulsive behaviour), nervousness (animated gestures), 
interest in clothes and appearance, and the seeking of sensual outlets for inner 
tensions, as traits of giftedness. Clumsiness in girls was an identified feature of 
giftedness by Sankar-DeLeeuw (2004).  In referencing societal attitudes, as 
opposed to school or teacher-related attitudes, Gross (1999) lamented how in 
American and Australian cultural contexts there is a positive bias towards 
precocity in physical ability and a nurturing of such ability, but a negative bias 






Additional information related to methods of identification  
1. Parental Nominations 
Gross (1999:212) writes ‘research has consistently shown that parents are 
significantly more successful than teachers at identifying giftedness’. This is also 
stressed by Sankar-DeLeeuw (2004), who notes that parents often recognise their 
child’s potential early in elementary years. Oğurlu and Çetinkaya (2012) found a 
high consistency between parents’ observations of their five to seven-year-old 
children’s cognitive, social/emotional and physical characteristics, when 
compared against other measures, such as children’s scores on intelligence tests.  
However, despite the endorsement for involving parents in the identification 
process in the literature, in practice, is rarely adopted (Sankar-DeLeeuw, 2004).  
One reason for this is the common perception by educators that parents are 
narcissistically involved in ‘pushing’ their child to be successful (Remms, 1993 
cited in Sankar-DeLeew, 2004, Gross, 1999). In some cases, parents have reported 
being disbelieved or ignored by teachers when discussing the capabilities of their 
child (Gross, 1999).  
Williams (2003) states that schools can sometimes underestimate the extent to 
which families are involved in the education of their children. She advocates a 
sharing of the home learning experiences as a means of providing useful insights 
to teachers about how the child is developing, or in the case of her article, 
becoming literate.  Mooji (2013) acknowledges a similar point, drawing attention 
to the important role home variables make on a child’s learning experiences: how 
they are stimulated, encouraged and develop their interests at home. Gross 
(1999) draws a distinction to the home learning environment of young gifted 
pupils in Australia, which encourages and engages in intellectual discussion, and 
the school EYs learning environment which does not. Cosar, Cetinkaya and 
Cetinkay (2015) suggest that parents’ input should be considered because they 
hold valuable information about their child. Smutny (1999) emphasises that 
parents are ‘first teachers’ who promote their child’s best interests - a view which 
mirrors the FP’s (WG, 2015b:3) statement that parents are children’s ‘first 
educators’. Gross (1999) and Walsh and Kemp (2012) recommend the use of the 
checklist instrument ‘Sayler’s Things My Young Child Has Done’ with parents as a 
starting point for helping teachers to understand a child’s prior experiences 
before starting a new class. Collaboration could prove beneficial for children, 
enabling both parties (teachers and parents) to have a greater insight into the 
identified strengths and interests of the child than may be achieved alone. This 
would, however, require time and effective communication to be successful.  
2. IQ tests 
Sternberg (1996) notes that standardised IQ instruments were designed to 
promote fairness by reducing the effect of teacher’s subjective judgements about 
children’s abilities. Calero, Belen and Robles (2011:179) validated the use of 
standardised IQ tests in their research with pupils aged seven to eleven. They 
found that pupils who achieved high IQ scores were also able to show greater 
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ability at transferring their skills across the curriculum, compared to children with 
average abilities. They identified that skill transference was enhanced when 
specific favourable learning opportunities were provided to them.   
Renzulli (2003) argues that the correlation between a high IQ (120+) and success 
at school, in the form of high grades, should be of no surprise since the kinds of 
skills tested are ones valued in traditional learning contexts. Renzulli (2003) 
distinguishes ‘school-house giftedness’ from ‘creative-productive giftedness’.  
‘School-house giftedness,’ requires skills of deductive learning, structured learning 
and the acquisition, storage and retrieval of information. Conversely, ‘creative-
productive giftedness’ involves a flair or fresh approach to problems (Renzulli, 
2003:10, 13) in any domain of human experience, such as sport, music or 
academics.  ‘Creative-productive’ individuals are said to be ‘producers rather than 
consumers of knowledge, the re-constructionists of thought’ (Renzulli, 2003: 10). 
Below, I mention some common IQ tests that are used (predominately in the USA) 
with EYs pupils, aged seven and younger. The strengths of these instruments as 
well as some general concerns are also identified.  
Common IQ tests used with EYs pupils 
• The Stanford Binet IQ test (Grant, 2013). 
• Kaufman Brief Intelligence Test (K-BIT) (Haensly and Lee, 2000). 
• Tests of non-verbal Intelligence (TONI-3) (Jen et al., 2015). 
• Raven’s Coloured Progressive Matrices (RCPM) – which is a measure of fixed 
intelligence and can diagnose specific progress through the Piagetian pre-
operational stage (Haensly and Lee, 2000) 
• Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test 4th edition (PPVT-4) - designed to measure 
English vocabulary knowledge (Grant, 2013, Walsh and Kemp, 2012).  
• The Wechsler Preschool and Primary Scale of Intelligence 3rd edition (WPPS 
III) (Wechsler 2007 cited in Pfeiffer and Petscher, 2008:21-23). *This is the 
most commonly used tool in the USA for pupils aged four years and six 
months+. 
Strengths of using IQ tests with EYs pupils 
• Gross (1999) claims that IQ tests can be used with children younger than 
seven, if used with other methods. She claims that IQ tests can help 
practitioners gauge a child’s cognitive abilities, and so is particularly useful for 
identifying children who have learnt to skilfully hide their abilities from their 
teachers.  
• The PPVT-4 is suitable for children from two years old and takes between 10-
15 minutes to complete, increasing its accuracy, because most children can 
maintain full focus for this duration.  
• The WPPS III provides an overall IQ score after measuring verbal ability, 
performance and processing speed. It is said to have a strong internal 
consistency rating (.83-.95) making it a valid and reliable measure (Pfeiffer 





Concerns with using IQ tests with EYs pupils 
• IQ test results tend to be more accurate for children who are seven or older 
(Gross, 1999). 
• Not a developmentally appropriate practice (DAP) because of the time it takes 
to complete (Walsh et al. 2010). If children become bored, lose focus and/or 
fail to complete the test their results may be skewed (Jen et al. 2015). 
• Learning potential cannot be captured by test scores (Haensly and Lee, 2000). 
• The WPPS III doesn’t measure artistic or creative ability and the cut-off points 
can exclude children who are poor test performers (Pfeiffer and Petscher, 
2008: 25-27). 
• Tests would not be helpful for detecting musical, artistic, sporting or 




























MAT strategies  
Table 3: MAT strategies (extended version) 
 
ACCAC (2003) Estyn (2011)
Markit Training and 
Consulting Ltd (2015)
Foundation Phase                       
(WG, 2015b)
Academic Literature
Not mentioned Yes Yes To an extent yes Yes
Mooj (2013) and Sankar De-
Leeuw (2004) recommend that 
teachers involve parents in co-
designing  a personalised 
curriculum for EY gifted / MAT 
pupils.
Equity: should this approach 
only be used with MAT pupils 
or for all pupils?                                                   
Planning: time required to 
source appropriate resources 
and in their absence, time to 
create appropriate resources.
This is the most frequently cited strategy 
for meeting MAT pupils needs in EYs gifted 
literature.
Yes Yes Yes Yes, for all  pupils Yes
The FP states that learning 
should build on what pupils 
'already know and can do, 
their interests and what 
they understand' (WG, 
2015b: 4).
Kitano (1982:18) advocated 
adapting elementary 
differentiation strategies, such as 
the content, process, products 
and resources for gifted KG 
pupils.
Readiness refers to the point at which 
children are cognitively, pyschologically and 
emotionally ready to learn new information 
or skills. 
Harrison (2004) and Kuo et al. 
(2010) recommend using 
strategies which match gifted 
pupils’ learning profiles.
Gardner's Multiple Intelligences (MIs 
include linguistic, logical-mathematical, 
spatial, musical, kinaesthetic, interpersonal, 
intrapersonal and existential) and VARK 
(visual, auditory, read/write, kinesthetic) 
are examples of learning profiles (Galitis, 
2007). Galitis (2007) writes that there is 
almost universal acceptance of Gardner’s 
MIs theory by teachers.
Curriculum compacting is 
also recommended. This 
involves shortening the 
length of the program 
and / or removing 
aspects which are 
already known by a pupil 
to accelerate their 




for different ability levels.
Porath (2006), Mooji (2013), 
Harrison (2004) Calero et al. 
(2011), Morgan (2007), Kuo et al. 
(2010), Morelock and Morrison 
(1999), Kaplan and Hertzog 
(2016) all stressed the 
importance of designing a 
program for young gifted pupils 








Tomlinson (1995, 2014) states that teachers 
can differentiate the content (material to be 
learnt), process (strategies used), products 
(how the learning is demonstrated) and the 
learning environment to meet children’s 
needs, according to pupils’ readiness 
levels, interests and learning profiles 
(sometimes called learning styles).   
MIs are recommended in 
the ACCAC (2013:27-29) 
document and pages of 
examples are provided to 
teachers on how they 
might use this approach 
to meet the differing 
needs of their MAT 
pupils.
Advocated by _____________?
This document doesn't 
specifically identify this 
as an approach for MAT 
pupils.
Estyn (2011:15) said this 
strategy 'particularly 
benefits MAT pupils' and 
has a positive effect on 
learning because young 
learners are able to 
contribute to curriculum 
planning by discussing 
what they already know 
about a topic and 
suggesting what they 
would like to know. 
Some Welsh schools 
reported using 
personalised programs and 
providing pupils with 
individualised learning 
targets to support learning. 
The use of mentors or 
coaches to support learning 
was reported as beneficial 
(Markit Training and 
Consulting Ltd, 2015: 25).
It states that the 'child' 
(note the singular form is 
used, not the pluralised 
form 'children')  should be 
'at the heart of any planned 
curriculum'. Practitioners 
are advised to plan 
according to children's 
current stage of 
development, interests and 
skills, whilst enabling 
children to initiate their 
own learning (WG, 2015b: 
3-4). 
Harrison (2004) suggests parents 
can provide crucial information 
about their child's temperament, 
personality and interests, which 
can inform the teacher's planning 
choices and thereby enrich the 
pupil's learning.
Estyn (2011: 11) does 
not mention 
'differentiation' by name, 
but recommends the use 
of flexible timetabling to 
allow pupils the chance 
to choose activities that 
appeal to them, besides 
the opportunity to mix 
with MAT children of 
different ages. 
Challenges / Issues:
The starting point  for planning is not 
according to what the written curriculum 
requires, but according to children's 
individual needs.  Information about a 
child's current knowledge, skills, interests 
and areas for development provide the 
foundation for devising a tailor-made, 
individualised program. Teachers may 
consult with parents and / or the child 
during the planning phase, asking them to 
contribute ideas in order to determine what 
is taught and how it is learnt. 
Definition
Accountability:  how teachers 
manage to ensure that 
statutory curriculum 
requirements are covered; 
what is prioritised - the formal 
curriculum or the child's 
needs?
No scientific evidence exists 
which proves that learning in a 
'prefered manner' has any real 
effect on learning (Galitis, 
2007). 
This was cited as the key 
strategy to challenge 
learners of all ability levels. 
However, no definition of 
differentiation was 
provided nor examples 
given illustrating how 
teachers differentiated for 
MAT pupils in practice. 
Therefore, it is unclear 
whether teachers have a 
shared understanding of 
differentiation across 
Wales, or whether 
particular strategies (e.g. 
differentiation by ability) 
are favoured over others. 
It also states that 
'practitioners should 
recognise pupil's 
developing maturities and 
abilities, and to allow pupils 
to access the curriculum via 
their preferred means of 
communication.' It also 
says 'pupils should 
experience a variety of 
learning and teaching 
styles' (WG, 2015b: 5).
Walsh and Kemp (2012) note 
that more advanced material 
may be inappropriate or 
unsuitable for young able 
pupils.  Additional time to 
source and / or create 
resources to advance pupils' 
knowledge in a manner which 





ACCAC (2003) Estyn (2011)
Markit Training and 
Consulting Ltd (2015)
Foundation Phase                       
(WG, 2015b)
Academic Literature
Yes Yes for 'talented pupils' Yes Yes Yes
Extra-curricular clubs and 
establishing community 
partnerships were 
mentioned as effective 
strategies for MAT pupils 
(2015: 20-29), allowing 
them to develop their skills 
under the guidance of 
specialist staff.
Yes Yes, but Yes Not mentioned Yes
HOT skills, problem-
solving and thinking skills 
are promoted in the 
ACCAC (2003: 30-41) 
document for MAT 
pupils. Useful examples 
are provided about how 
teachers might 
incorporate these 
strategies into lessons. 
 ‘practitioners do not 
always provide the most 
able pupils with activities 
which extend their 
learning or develop their 
higher-order skills well 
enough from an early 
age' in the FP (Estyn, 
2011:19). No reference is 
made to talented pupils, 
however.  
Teachers reported using 
HOT activities to 
differentiate for higher 
ability pupils (Markit 
Training and Consulting Ltd, 
2015: 24) but not for 
talented pupils. 
It does not specifically 
mention this strategy, 
although it does advise 
practitioners to plan for the 
individual needs of pupils 
(WG, 2015b: 4-5). As such, 
teachers may decide that 
HOT activities are 
important and necessary 
for their MAT pupils.
Eyre et al. (2002), Walsh and 
Kemp (2003), Morgan (2007), 
Harrison (2004) and Kitano 
(1982) advocate using HOT 
activities with MAT pupils. 
Developing young gifted pupils’ 
higher order thinking was closely 
associated with developing their 
creative ability (Piske et al., 
2014). 
Not specifically: Not mentioned Not mentioned Not mentioned Yes
The ACCAC (2003: 19) 
recommends that for 
some MAT pupils, 
grouping by 
homogeneous ability for 
some subjects  can allow 
pupils to work in greater 
depth with like-minded 
peers.  MAT pupils may 
also benefit working with 
older children for 
intellectual stimulation. 
Kuo, Maker, Su and Hu (2010) 
found positive socio-emotional 
and cognitive results using this 
strategy with pre-schoolers aged 
between four to six, as did 
Morgan (2007) who worked with 
KS1 pupils in England. In both 
studies children attended a pull-
out program once per week. They 
used individualised programs, 
allowed pupils to pursue own 
interests and they used Gardner's 
MI theory for planning activities 








rather than in-house 
extra-curricular clubs 
(ACCAC, 2003: 42-49).
Estyn (2011: 17) 
suggests that extra-
curricular provision 
aimed at supporting 
talented pupils benefits 
them:  helping them to 
improve their skills and 
allowing them 
opportunities to work 





This strategy involves removing MAT pupils 
from their regular class for a specific 
amount of time e.g. every week or a couple 
of times per term. Classes may take place 
within the school or off-site. In pull-out 
classes they work with other gifted pupils, 
who may be pupils of the same age or 
different ages. Pupils might work with peers 
from their own school or from different 
schools in these programs. 
Timetabling constraints could 
hinder this approach, as could 
a lack of funding or access to 
additional resources. 
Emotional maturity is another 
consideration - younger pupils 
need to be comfortable 
working with older peers, 
whilst older peers need to 





Challenging tasks include open-ended 
activities and opportunities to use higher 
order thinking (HOT) skills. Creativity, 
evaluation and analysis are identified as the 
top three HOT skills in Blooms' amended 
taxonomy and can support pupils' learning 
by allowing them to engage with content or 
explore ideas at a deeper level. Galitis 
(2007) acknowledges that Blooms’ 
Taxonomy is popularly adopted by teachers 
for planning purposes by teachers. 
Imaginative play is another HOT activity.
Ensuring that adequate think-
time is given (Cremin, Bernard 
and Craft, 2006, Harrison, 
2004). Allowing sufficent time 
to write at length, guided by 
writing frames (Williams, 
2005) since MAT pupils prefer 
to learn in depth, rather than 




This refers to opportunities that enable 
pupils to access learning (content, skills or 
activities) which are not usually available in 
the regular classroom or part of the regular 
curriculum. Enrichment may take place 
within-class or as an extra-curricular 
activity. Within class, enrichment activities 
may consist of allowing pupils, deemed 
'ready' and interested, to access content, 
skills and activities typically taught to older 
pupils.
Ensuring enrichment activities 
are challenging; that resources 
are available and appropriate 
for pupils' emotional maturity 
levels; and that they have 
appropriate guidance from a 
more experienced and 
knowledgable other, such as a 
coach or mentor.
 'For MAT children working 
at higher levels, schools/ 
settings should provide 
greater challenge by using 
materials in ways that 
extend breadth and depth 
of study and opportunities 
for independent learning. 
The level of demand may 
also be increased through 
the development and 
application of thinking, and 
communication, ICT and 
number skills across the 
curriculum' (WG, 2015b: 
5).
Renzulli (2013), Porath (2006), 
Mooji (2013) and Calero et al. 
(2011) recommend enrichment 
activities to allow pupils to 
pursue their interests and / or 
learn in greater depth. 
Enrichment tasks were also 
closely associated with the use of 
inquiry-based learning (Kitano, 
1982, Kaplan and Hertzog, 2016) 
and in-depth investigations 
(Harrison, 2004; Piske et al., 
2014; Morelock and Morrison, 
1999). 
Teachers reported 
providing opportunities for 
MAT pupils to learn 
independently in class, 






ACCAC (2003) Estyn (2011:18)
Markit Training and 
Consulting Ltd (2015)
Foundation Phase                       
(WG, 2015b)
Academic Literature
Yes, but Yes Not mentioned Not mentioned Differing Perspectives
The ACCAC (2003:19) 
recommends mixed-
ability grouping for MAT 
pupils and an occasional 
use of grouping pupils by 
homogenous ability 
(setting). 
They suggested some 
cross-age setting could 
be a positive strategy for 
meeting the cognitive 
needs of some more able 
pupils.They identified 
that some schools use 
'nurture groups' to 
effectively support able 
pupils with behavioural 
and emotional problems. 
Very little research has been 
conducted in UK primaries which 
consider the effects grouping 
arrangements have on the 
progress and attainment pupils 
make (Ireson and Hallam, 1999). 
US authors Rotigel (2003) and 
Tieso (2003) recommended 
setting as a strategy for EYs GAT 
pupils since it provides them with 
the opportunity to be challenged 
in their thinking by intellectually 
like-minded peers.
Not mentioned No Not mentioned Not mentioned Differing Perspectives
Grade / Year 
Skipping and 
tracking (US) / 
streaming (UK)
Grade / Year skipping is a strategy where 
pupils by-pass a particular year group 
because they require more demanding work 
than their chronological peers.
Concerns raised about setting 
include that it may negatively 
impact upon a child’s self‐
esteem, their academic self-
efficacy (or self-concept) and 
their attitudes towards 
learning - such as feeling 
pressurised to perform highly 
at all times (Boaler, William 
and Brown, 2000; Marsh et al. 
1995). Pupils may have 
difficulty making friends with 
older peers.
Estyn (2011) reported 
that skipping year groups 
was very rare, but almost 
always resulted in social-
emotional problems for 
the child - although the 
evidence used to make 
this judgement was not 
referenced. How 
frequently this approach 
is used in the FP was not 
reported.
Ireson and Hallam (1999) note 
that only a few studies have been 
conducted on this issue in UK 
primary settings. Hallam et al. 
(2003) raised concerns about 
children’s social‐emotional 
welfare with this approach, 
although Gross (1999) alluding to 
reports from the USA, indicated 
the positive effects, socially and 
academically, for young gifted 
pupils who had skipped grades.
Tracking or streaming refers to grouping 
pupils based on their general ability across 
all subjects.  Pupils are then placed into 
tracks or streams (sometimes called sets in 
UK secondary schools). For example, set / 
track / stream 1 would be the highest 
performing pupils in the year group, 
judgements of which are typically derived 




There are many types of grouping 
arrangements that a teacher can employ, 
including ability-based groups (setting), 
mixed-ability groups, interest-based groups, 
groups based on learning profiles and 
cooperative learning groups (where each 
individual is assigned a specific role and in 
order to complete the task, everyone must 
fulfil their role). The pupils within these 
grouping arrangements may be teacher 
selected and / or child selected. 
Rotigel (2003) cautioned 
against the overuse of mixed-
ability groupings with young 
children, claiming more able 
pupils are likely to carry the 
group, and risk, if perceived to 
be the ‘teacher’s pet’, having 
social-emotional problems 
with peers.  Rogers (1993) 
reported that mixed-ability 
grouping and co-operative 
learning were less effective for 











Timeline of events – data collection 
Figure 2.  
PHASE 1: Piloting the survey and contacting NACE schools to seek participation  
 
PHASE 2: Survey completion  




• Survey link sent to all 
participating schools 
for head or deputy 





October 24th and 
November 10th 
•Two reminder emails 
sent, addressed 
personally to the 




•Contacted NACE to 
explain my study and 
to ask if they could 
provide a list of 
Welsh infant / 
primaries preparing 
for the NACE 
'Challenge Award', 
with the view to 
using this list of 
schools as potential 
candidates for 
piloting the survey. 
• NACE were unable 
to provide this 





of local schools 
conducted to find 
suitable pilot schools. 
This did not yield any 
valuable information. 
• As a result, two 
schools, (with a 
knowledge of NACE 
standards)  known 
personally by the 
researcher, were 
contacted to 
participate in the 
pilot survey.  I spoke 
with a member of 
senior management 
first and then sent in 
an official request via 
email.
October 2nd -13th









•A general email 
outlining the project's 
aims and seeking their 
participation was sent 
to 29 headteachers.
•The following week, a 
telephone call was 
made to schools and a 
personalised email to 
headteachers 
requesting a response 
was sent.
October 14-15th
SECOND PHASE OF 
PILOTING
•Amended survey was 
sent to a former 
colleague, a Welsh FP 
teacher working 
overseas, who agreed 
to pilot the survey.  
•Her feedback was 
positve and indicated 
no changes required.
• I also completed the  
survey to check the 
clarity of the questions 
and to determine if 
the time was realistic. 
• I also checked the 
responses provided by 
the Welsh colleague to 




























one week later 
by telephone 
and a follow-up 
email.
January, 2018 
• Pilot interview 
conducted (22nd). 
No changes to 
time or questions 
were necessary.






sent to the 
interviewed 
teachers on the 
next working day.
February, 2018













Request to NACE to supply information about schools preparing for the 
‘Challenge Award’ 
Sent: 11th August 2017 (and re-sent 28th August 2017) 
To whom it may concern, 
 
I am currently a postgraduate student studying at the University of Bath and I am 
investigating whether play is the most effective pedagogical strategy for MAT 
pupils in the Foundation Phase (FP) in Wales for my thesis. As part of my 
investigation, I am intending to send an e-survey out to existing Challenge Award 
infant / primary schools in Wales, seeking the views of FP teachers on this matter 
and then following up responses with in-depth interviews. Before sending the 
survey out to these schools, however, I would like to pilot it. I was wondering 
whether you may be able to provide me with a list of infant / primary schools in 
Wales who are currently going through the process of preparation for The 
Challenge Award as I thought they would be a useful group for piloting the survey 
with.  
 





Response: 30th August 2017 
Dear Claire, 
Sorry for the delay in responding, I have been on leave. 
Your thesis sounds very interesting. Unfortunately, I am unable to provide a list of 
schools preparing for Challenge Award assessment. The Framework is available to 
all schools in Wales free of charge and we have no way of knowing where it is 
being used unless schools apply for assessment. However, may I direct you to the 
map on our website (www.nace.co.uk/challenge-award/achieving-schools). This 
details schools that have achieved Challenge Award accreditation, any of whom 
would be glad to hear from you, I am sure. 
I hope this is helpful to you. 
Best wishes 
Karen Burnham 
Challenge Award and Events Manager 
National Association for Able Children in Education 





Invitation for schools to pilot the survey 
Sent: 15th September 2017 
Dear (Mr / Mrs [Name of Headteacher]), 
 
I am a postgraduate student at the University of Bath, investigating whether play 
is the most suitable pedagogical strategy for MAT pupils in Years 1 and 2 in Wales 
for my thesis. I am currently trying to find schools, familiar with the NACE 
standards and perhaps considering applying for the NACE 'Challenge Award', to 
take part in a pilot survey.  
 
The survey will be an online survey, containing about 20 questions related to your 
school's current MAT practice in the FP. I would be looking for FP 
teachers currently teaching Years 1 and 2, or teachers who have recent 
experience of teaching the FP to Years 1 and 2, to complete the survey. The 
purpose of the pilot is to gather feedback from teachers about the quality of the 
questions being asked and to make changes before I send the final version to the 
sample group for this investigation (i.e. NACE accredited infant/primary schools in 
Wales). As this is a pilot survey, the responses from teachers will not be analysed 
and included in the final thesis and therefore teachers will have guaranteed 
anonymity and assurance that all responses will be treated confidentially.  
 
If you agree to take part in the pilot survey, I would be happy to send you a 
summary of the final results from the NACE accredited schools, which may be of 
benefit for your own school improvement plan or MAT action plan for the FP.  
 









Pilot survey link 




The survey will be live from 5th October until the 16th October.  
 
There is an option to print your responses off and if you need to complete in 
stages, there is also a 'return to' later option. 
 
I would appreciate a quick email, letting me know your thoughts on the following 
questions: 
 
1.) I have advised a time of 20 minutes. Is this realistic? 
2.) Is the survey user-friendly and clearly worded? 





Claire Leyshon  
Dear (Mr / Mrs [name of the Deputy- Headteacher]), 
 
Thank you for agreeing to take part in the project. Please access the online 





Invitation to NACE schools to participate in the research  




I am a postgraduate, doctoral candidate at the University of Bath.  My research 
interests include education for 'more able and talented' (MAT) pupils and 
education in the early years.  
 
The topic of my thesis is aimed at determining, from the perspectives of Year 1 
and 2 teachers, working in NACE 'Challenge Award' accredited schools, whether 
play is the most suitable pedagogical strategy for MAT pupils in Years 1 and 2.  I 
am intending on gathering data in two ways: the first is through an online survey 
and the second is with a voluntary, follow-up, group-interview. The online survey 
is currently being piloted, but I am anticipating a completion time of around 20-30 
minutes.   
 
As a NACE 'Challenge Award' accredited school, your school's participation in this 
project would be invaluable. I have outlined the research aims and ethical 
issues of this study in more detail and this can be accessed by clicking on the URL 
link below:  
https://bathreg.onlinesurveys.ac.uk/headteacher-approval 
On the second page of the URL link, are a few questions related to whether you 
agree to your Year 1 and 2 FP teachers being part of the survey and/or interview 
process.  
 
You are able to print this off for record-keeping purposes.  
The link is live from today 5th October until Monday 16th October. 
 









Follow-up invitation to NACE schools to participate in doctorate research 
Sent: 11th October 2017 
 
Dear (Mr / Mrs [name of Headteacher]), 
 
I emailed last week to invite your school to take part in a doctoral project I'm 
undertaking, aimed at finding out whether 'play is the most suitable pedagogical 
strategy for MAT pupils in Years 1 and 2?' according to the perspectives of Year 1 
and 2 teachers working in NACE Challenge Award accredited schools. I am aiming 
to gather the data for this project in two ways: 
 
1. An online survey - which should take between 20-30 mins to complete and  
2. A follow-up group interview with a smaller sample of volunteer teachers 
 
I would really appreciate it if you could let me know whether you are willing for 
your staff to be involved in this project.  If you are, please can you complete the 
form, accessible by clicking the URL link below, to show your acceptance. The first 












































Link to the online survey 
Sent: 16th October 2017 
Dear (Mr / Mrs [name of Deputy or Headteacher]), 
Thank you for agreeing to take part in this study.  
 
The online survey is now ready for teachers in Year 1 and 2 to complete and it can 




The survey is live for one month and closes on the 16th November 2017. 
 
From the feedback I have received from the piloting phase, this survey should 
take up to 30 minutes to complete. There is an option to complete the survey 
over more than one session and all answers will be saved. If teachers want to do 
this, steps are provided on the survey page.  
 




























































Thank you for participation in the online survey (pilot and final) 
 
Sent: throughout October to mid-November 
 
Dear (Mr / Mrs [name of Deputy or Headteacher]), 
 
Please pass on my thanks to the colleagues who have now completed the survey. I 










Follow-up reminders for survey completion 
Sent: 24th October 2017 and 10th November 2017 
 
Dear (Mr / Mrs [name of Deputy or Headteacher]), 
 
I have just checked the status of the online survey's and I can see that (none or x 
number) of your teachers have completed the survey.  
 
[Please may you pass on my thanks to (this / these) colleague(s) – I did not ask for 
(a) name(s) on the survey, so I am unsure of who this is / they are.] (Sent only to 
the schools whose teachers had completed the survey).  
 
I am mindful that teachers are busy this time of year, but may I ask you to politely 
remind the other Year 1 and 2 teachers that the online survey will be closing on 









Invitation to sample NACE schools to participate in phase 2 of data collection - 
interviews 
Sent: Monday 4th December 
Dear (Mr / Mrs [name of headteacher]), 
 
I wrote a couple of months ago inviting you to participate in a project I am 
researching for my doctorate:  
 
'Is play the most suitable pedagogical strategy for MAT pupils in Years 1 
and 2? Perspectives of teachers working in NACE accredited schools in 
Wales'. 
 
The first phase of the investigation - teachers completing online surveys is now 
complete, and I am now seeking teachers who would be willing to take part in the 
second phase - a follow-up interview to discuss some of the issues identified from 
the survey responses. I would like interviews to take place in JANUARY 2018.  
 
Please could you ask your Year 1 and 2 teachers whether they would be willing to 
take part in an interview discussing the issue of play and MAT learners in the 
Foundation Phase. The interview would be no longer than one hour, and teachers’ 
responses would be confidential, with pseudo-names used in the final write-up. If 
you and your staff agree to take part, then we can arrange the specifics of the 
interview at a later time.   
 









Invitation to sample NACE schools to participate in phase 2 of data collection - 
interviews 
Sent: Monday 8th January 
Dear (Mr / Mrs [name of Headteacher]), 
 
Happy New Year. 
 
I am looking for Year 1 and 2 FP teachers working in NACE 'Challenge Award' 
accredited schools, to take part in a short interview (one-hour max) which will 
investigate their views on whether play is the most suitable pedagogical strategy 
for MAT pupils.   
 
Please can you let me know by the end of this week whether you'd be interested 
in your school participating in this project. I am flexible with how the interview 
is conducted - I can come to the school during school hours, or 
alternatively interviews can be conducted via skype or telephone.  
 









Thank you email to the headteacher for allowing teacher interviews to take 
place 
Sent: one working day after the interview was conducted (late January) 
Dear (Mr / Mrs [name of Headteacher]), 
 
Thank you to you and the SLT team for allowing me to come into school to 
interview (teachers names included). We had a really interesting discussion and 
they generated a lot of thoughtful points. I have sent them a transcript of the 








TEACHER AGREEMENT FORM 
IS PLAY THE MOST SUITABLE PEDAGOGICAL STRATEGY FOR ‘MORE ABLE AND 
TALENTED’ PUPILS IN YEARS 1 & 2? 
The aim of this interview is to find out how Foundation Phase teachers, working in 
Years 1 and 2, in NACE 'Challenge Award' accredited schools in Wales: 
 
1.  Define the concept of 'play' 
2.  Use play as a strategy for meeting the needs of MAT pupils 
3.  Consider the extent to which learning through play, supports MAT pupils' 
holistic (cognitive, emotional, physical and social) developmental needs 
 
• The interview findings will be transcribed and checked by interviewees for 
accuracy. 
• The findings will then be analysed and commented upon in my doctoral 
dissertation.  Individual schools and participants will be anonymised – 
interviewees will be given pseudo-names.  
• Whilst every effort will be taken to ensure that individuals and their school 
are not identifiable in the writing up, this is not 100% guaranteed due to the 
small sample size of NACE 'Challenge Award' accredited schools in Wales. 
Teacher’s individual responses will be kept confidential and transcripts will 
only be accessible to the researcher. 
• You are free to withdraw from the interview at any point without providing a 
reason why. 
• Ethical approval has been granted by the University of Bath to conduct this 
research and the researcher will follow the guidelines set by BERA.  
 
Please tick to show consent:  
 
I understand the purpose of this study and my participation is voluntary and of my 
own volition. 
I agree for the interview to be recorded.  
I agree that the information I provide in the interview may be used in the 















Interview briefing sheet 
1. Explain the research aims and how the findings will be used. 
2. Check interviewee is ok to be recorded and explain what will happen to 
the recording.  
3. Explain that a transcript of the interview will be produced, and teachers 
will be asked to check its accuracy. To do this they will need to provide 
their email address.  
4. Establish Ways of Working – e.g. confidentiality, ways of interacting and 
taking turns during the recording of the interview. 
5. Provide a hand-out outlining the points discussed above and ask for 
interviewee signatures agreeing that they understand the aims of the 
inquiry, that their participation is voluntary, and they know how the data 
will be used.  
6. Answer any questions that interviewees have before the interview begins. 
7. Begin interview. 






a. Which year group are you currently teaching?  
b. Do you have a leadership role and if so, what is it? 
c. Which route did you take into teaching (BA, PGCE, GTP) and 
where did you graduate (England, Wales, other)? 
d. Were you involved in the NACE accreditation process? 
e. How many years have you taught, inclusive of this year?  
f. How many years have you been teaching Years 1-2?  
g. Has all your experience of teaching children aged 5-7 been in 
Wales, teaching the FP? If not, what other curricula have you 
taught to this age group? (KS1 England, or other) 
2. 2.1 What does play mean to you?  
2.2 Is this view a personal point of view or a school-view (e.g. in a play 
policy?) 
3. What does MAT mean to you? Is this view a personal point of view or a 
school-view (e.g. in a MAT policy?) 
4. Would you say that you plan for MAT pupils’ play, in the same way as you 
do for non-MAT pupils?  
a. If yes, please can you explain your reasons why. 
b. If no, please can you provide an example of how you plan 
differently for MAT pupils and explain why you do so. 
(Prompts if required: what role, if any do MAT pupils play behaviours, 
play activities or play choices have on teacher’s planning?) 
5. a. How do you see your role in MAT pupils’ play?  
(Prompts if required: observing, assessing, facilitating play, a co-partner, 
modelling play, asking questions about play. Is the role different in 
focused, continuous or enhanced provision areas?) 
b) Could you give me an example of how you do this? 
6. Do you think it is possible to typify MAT pupils’ choices around play?  
• Would you say that their choices are typically play-based choices?  
• Are their choices similar to their non-MAT peers? 
• Do they select play mates of a similar ability and/or age?  
7. How do MAT children most benefit from play? Please can you give me an 
example.  
(Prompts if required: cognitive, emotional, physical, social) 
8. Do you think it is possible that this benefit could have been achieved in 
another way by using an alternative strategy?  
9. Do you have any other points that you think are relevant to this topic that 







Interview Recording Sheet 
1.  
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6. Is it possible to typify MAT pupils’ choices around play? 
Are choices typically play-based? 
 
Are play choices similar to non-MAT pupils? 
 
Are play mates of similar ability and/or age? 
 
 



























Thanking teachers for their participation in the interview and to check transcript 
for accuracy 
Sent: one working day after the interview was conducted (late January) 
 
Dear (Name of teacher), 
 
Thank you so much for taking an hour out of your day yesterday to be 
interviewed. I really enjoyed the conversation that we had and I learnt a lot from 
you about your perspectives on the role of play for MAT pupils. 
 
I have now written a transcript of the interview. Please would you check it 
through (it is long) and ensure that it is accurate. Please email me to let me know 
whether you approve it or not. As a reminder, if I directly quote you, I will use a 








Additional information about MAT identification methods 
Table 4 compares the MAT identification methods used in the surveyed schools 
against those used nationally, for three to nineteen-year-olds, as reported by MTC 
(2015). The table is organised according to the methods of identification which 
are used most frequently at the national level. The numbers in red ink indicate the 
top five most ‘frequently used’ identification methods and the top five ‘most 
reliable’ methods.   
Table 4. Comparison of MAT identification strategies used nationally and in the 









reported use  
NACE sample 
Selected as a ‘top five, 






95% 2. 73% 
(8/11) 
3/4. 73%  
(8/11) 
2. Teacher 
nomination   
94% 1. 100%  1. 100% 
3. End of FP / Key 
Stage summative 
assessment data  
87% 5. 64% 
(7/11) 
3/4. 73%  
(8/11) 
4. National reading 
and numeracy 
test outcomes  
86% 3. 73% 
(8/11) 
6. 27%  
(3/11)  
5. Moderation of 
pupils’ work  
71% 4. 73% 
(8/11) 
2. 91%  
(10/11) 





63% 8. 36% 
(4/11) 






6. and/or Areas of Learning checklists 
64% 
(7/11) 
7. 36%  
(4/11) 
8. Commercial test 
scores, which 
assess a range of 
cognitive abilities 
53% 9. 27% 
(3/11) 
8. 18%  
(2/11) 
9. Parental / carer 
nomination  
52% 7. 45% 
(5/11) 
9. 18%  
(2/11) 
10. Self-nomination   23% 10. 0% 10. 0% 
11. Peer nomination  21% 11. 0% 11. 0% 
Source: MTC (2015: 10, 48) Source: online survey results for 
questions 4a and 4b (Appendix N) 
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The results indicate that the five most ‘frequently used’ identification strategies 
are the same in the FP schools surveyed as they are nationally (MTC, 2015). 
Further, four of the strategies identified as ‘most-reliable’ are also used most 
frequently. The exception is the fifth ‘most reliable’ method - ‘nominations by 
other professionals’ - which is rarely used in practice (ranked 8th place in 
frequency). Self and peer nominations are not used in any of the seven schools, 
which correlates with their absence in the EYs gifted literature. Parental 





























Training related to play and its perceived effectiveness 
Some studies have found that training in EYs play improves teacher understanding 
about play, buy-in to its philosophy, and improved implementation of play-based 
pedagogies in practice (Chicken and Maynard, 2010; Siraj, 2014; Maynard, Waters 
and Clement, 2013; Bilton and Waters, 2017; Taylor et al. 2016; Waller, 2007). In 
the survey I wanted to establish what play-based training teachers had received 
and how effective they found it for supporting their knowledge and 
understanding. The results from question 13 of the survey is as follows: 





































































As the results indicate, all teachers received play-training at ITT level and in-house 
CPD. Apart from one teacher, the rest have also received CPD training from 
external sources, including the WG’s FP training modules, mentioned by Taylor et 
al. (2016). Overall, post-ITT in play-based teaching and learning is rated positively: 
only one teacher reported unsatisfactory training across all four categories of 
training types. In-house CPD was viewed most positively, presumably because the 
training is tailored to the contextualised needs of staff and pupils. More variability 
exists for perspectives given on the quality of ITT received about play and the 
practitioner’s role, although there was no discernible evidence that attitudes were 
affected through undertaking a certain type of course over another (e.g. BEd. or 
PGCE), nor influenced by the country studied in (England or Wales). 
Teachers 4, 6 and 11 and teacher-leader 1 reported receiving unsatisfactory play 
training at ITT level. Teachers 4, 6 and 11 are some of the most recent university 
graduates, with the least amount of experience teaching Years 1-2 in the surveyed 
sample. Teachers 6 and 11 reported their play training was inadequate at ITT 
level. These teachers indicated in question 16, that 60% or more of the learning in 
their class is child-initiated (as opposed to adult-led or a 50-50 balance). In 
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contrast, teacher-leaders 2 and 7 and teacher 5 reported receiving ‘very good’ ITT 
play training. They also reported using more teacher-led activities (60%+) in their 
class.  
The issue of play-related training related wasn’t planned as part of the interview 
discussion, but it came up at both schools. School A, felt WG play training courses 
had been very useful for helping them understand what is expected of teachers 
and pupils in the FP. Both schools regarded continued professional development 
training, both in-house and external, as effective for improving their knowledge 




























Additional information about planning for play  
Interviewed Schools 
1. Pupil Voice: Gathering Ideas 
At the interviewed schools, children’s ideas are sought prior to beginning a new 
topic and throughout the topic. They employ a similar strategy at the beginning of 
a new topic to generate ideas. At School B, they use a strategy called ‘I wonder’, 
where they provide children with pictures and questions around a new topic, to 
get them thinking about what they already know and what they would like to find 
out. At School A, at the start of every topic teachers complete a KWL chart with 
the whole class to assist in their planning. KWL is an acronym for what children 
‘Know’, what they ‘Want to know’ and at the end of a topic, what they’ve ‘Learnt’. 
In addition, at School A, prior to the start of a new topic, a circular is sent home 
which asks parents and their children for their ideas on what activities can be 
done in each of the ‘COOL’ learning areas (e.g. Welsh, creative, maths, 
construction etc) related to the topic. To gather ideas on how they can stretch 
children’s thinking further, families are sent enhanced provision sheets to 
contribute ideas. At School B, the planning not only involves taking on children’s 
ideas, but involving them in the actual creation of learning areas, as demonstrated 
below. 
 “For this topic, our topic is Food, they decided they wanted like an ice-
cream van and a sweet shop all in one. So, we were like ‘fine’, they voted, 
they decided that’s what they wanted. And as well as that, they came up 
with all the different things they would need inside there, and where 
they’d want to put it and then they helped make all the different things 
inside. So, it really is from them” (Beth). 
2. Teacher planning  
Once teachers have collected the ideas from parents and pupils, including ideas 
for practical activities in continuous and enhanced provision areas, they plan to 
ensure that that these ideas are implemented. They ensure that resources, 
inclusive of physical resources and well as human resources, like visitors, are 
made available to pupils through the duration of a topic of study. 
Acknowledgement of ideas is particularly valued at School A. Here, pupils’ ideas 
are displayed, alongside their name, at each of the learning zones. They believe 
this practice motivates and encourages pupils - providing them with a sense of 
ownership and feeling that their ideas are valued and acknowledged. Besides 
planning for resources and materials, teachers also link pupils’ activity ideas to the 
AOL outcomes, to assist in their observations of pupils’ learning and to share 
success criteria with learners.  
Planning includes differentiated tasks in all provision areas. Whilst focused 
provision is typically aimed towards pupils of similar ability, within continuous and 
enhanced provision areas, three levels of differentiated challenge are presented. 
At School B, Carys has selected three different coloured dinosaurs (which reflects 
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her current topic) to represent different levels of challenge within different 
learning zones, such as construction. Teachers use two strategies to represent the 
‘Challenge’ level in each area: it is written on the ‘Challenge Card’ complete with a 
little gold star and teaches record the challenge on talking-spots/talking-tins 
which children can listen to when they press ‘play’. A similar strategy is used at 
School A, who employ the ‘green dot challenge’.  Pupils select which activities and 
at what level they attempt in these areas.  
To assist in developing children’s wellbeing and psychological development, 
Schools A and B have implemented the work of Carol Dweck’s (2006) ‘Growth 
Mindset’ across the whole school. This theory holds that since the brain is 
malleable, learning and ability is not fixed and can develop and improve as a result 
of dedicated practise. Dweck (2006) has found that individuals who adopt the 
belief that the brain is malleable are better able to succeed than people with 
‘fixed mindsets’ (individuals who believe ability is fixed), because they view 
challenges and set-backs as part of the learning process and an opportunity for 
growth. Dweck’s (2006) theory correlates with some of the ideas mentioned in 
the gifted literature by scholars holding a broad view of giftedness. For example, 
Renzulli (2003), Sternberg (1996) and Subotnik et al. (2011) emphasise the role of 
the individual’s commitment and the importance of sustained practice in 
achieving success, supported appropriately by adults within a conducive learning 
environment - the features of which vary amongst different researchers. To 
support implementation across the school, pupils designed characters and wrote 
stories to help them remember a range of strategies for overcoming obstacles. 
For example, at School B, the Yetty stands for ‘Can’t do it Yet!’ and Antoine the 
Persevering Peacock is used to encourage perseverance.  
3. Pupil Choice 
Within continuous and enhanced provision areas, indoors and outside, pupils 
have choices for which activities they complete throughout the week. Choice is 
typically not a feature of focused provision time; here pupils complete a specific 
task, within a specific time allocation, supported where applicable, by the teacher 
or TA. What was clear at the interviewed schools, is that ‘play’ in continuous and 
enhanced provision areas, tends to be understood in terms of activities or tasks 
which have a pre-determined purpose, rather than spontaneous activities or 
tasks, which children choose to do on the day.  Within continuous and enhanced 
provision areas, children take the responsibility of recording (initialling or 
colouring) the activities they have completed on their task sheets. Teachers use 
these sheets to discern pupils’ interests and to make judgements about how they 
might facilitate learners into extending their choices and developing their skills, 
particularly in cases where children’s selections have been limited.  
